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      Fierce witches. Necromancers. Soul reapers. Mysterious dragons. Secret councils. Forbidden alliances. The Under Realm Academy awaits.

      

      Senior year at Under Realm Academy. Perfect, right? Should be, but isn’t.

      Summer’s here. We’ve graduated. Good times, right? Nope. Stuff just got complicated.

      Join Aidan and Moira on a sojourn through Europe while they hunt for her dragon shifter father!

      Caution: Cliffhangers, violence can be found in this series of action-packed fantasy including necromancers, hot dragons, and fierce witches.
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      “The spirits are telling me there is much chaos in your young lives—”

      “You can cut the crap,” Aidan snapped. “I’m a necromancer and my friend here is a witch.”

      The necromancer woman across the table from us sighed heavily and sat back in her chair with a casual pout. Her thick red hair was piled high atop her head and her piercing gray eyes watched me and Aidan with keen fascination.

      “I sensed as much,” she admitted, lifting a hand to check her nails. Her fingers were laden with thick silver rings and heavy stones but gone was the mystical vibe of a professional psychic medium. Instead, the dramatic persona was replaced with who I assumed was her natural character.

      Madame de Guise advertised her services from a little shop in an alleyway in the center of Prague, promising unwitting human tourists that she could help them speak with their lost loved ones for a reasonably affordable rate.

      “What do you want?” she asked, pursing her lips. “I’m assuming you don’t actually need my services.”

      She spoke with a faint French accent and I wondered how she ended up this far east.

      I couldn’t help it. I spoke up. “Is this really your job?”

      Madame de Guise fixed me with a cool gaze. She seemed like she was around the same age as my Aunt Inez but carried herself as if she’d already lived countless lifetimes already.

      “What? Convincing tourists to pay me to talk to ghosts?” she asked, raising a single eyebrow at me as if she dared me to judge her harshly.

      I hadn’t meant to come across as critical; I was genuinely curious.

      She continued, “It is much more lucrative than you would think. I do not trick them, either. I truthfully call upon their deceased relatives and relay their messages, though I do add in a performative flair for the customer’s amusement.”

      I nodded, but Madame de Guise still looked irked by my question.

      “We do not all have the advantage of being spoiled brats who attended a private institution, Miss Bloodworth,” she added.

      I blushed and I could feel Aidan’s eyes on me.

      “How did you—”

      “You are Charlotte Bloodworth’s daughter, no?”

      “Yes, but… is she here?” I asked.

      Aidan placed a hand on my knee, but Madame de Guise cut him off.

      “She is,” she replied, causing my stomach to flip. “Your mother has been trying to reach out to you for many months now, but it appears to me as if your male companion here has been blocking her out, upon your request.”

      It was true. Aidan admitted to me that my mother had used her previous connection through him to try and reach out to me, but I wasn’t interested in having a conversation with my mother’s ghost. Not since she revealed that she kept my true nature a secret from me and basically implied that she thought I was a half monster, even though she was the one who decided to procreate with a dragon shifter.

      “I should apologize,” I murmured to Madame de Guise. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I was just curious, madame.”

      I said the last word in my best French accent, hoping that I sounded more respectful than ridiculous. To my surprise, Madame de Guise smiled softly. She adjusted one of the many pieces of costume jewelry hanging from her neck.

      “You may call me Colette,” she replied. “Now, as I asked before, what do you want?”

      Aidan cleared his throat quietly, sitting up straighter on the worn chaise lounge that both of us perched on across from Colette. A spindly-legged table covered in a thin purple cloth embroidered with turquoise thread sat between us. I wondered if Colette would normally place a crystal ball between her and her customers, or maybe tarot cards or fake bones.

      “We’ve been searching for someone who might have some knowledge of a person we’re looking for,” Aidan said.

      Colette snorted softly. “This girl is a Bloodworth. Surely you have many connections to reach out to, even in Europe.”

      “The thing is…” I replied. “The person we’re looking for isn’t a witch.”

      The necromancer got a faraway look in her eyes as if listening to someone who wasn’t there and then nodded in understanding. I forced back the chill in my spine despite the warm summer day, not liking the idea that my mother was possibly still hanging around.

      “You’re looking for your father,” Colette murmured.

      I glanced over at Aidan, who pursed his lips but refused to meet my eyes. It was enough to confirm my suspicions that my mother was whispering to the necromancers, who could speak to the dead, from the realm of the dead.

      “Yes,” I said. “He’s—”

      “—a dragon shifter, yes,” responded Colette softly. “I understand why you would search for help from someone like me. But how do you know you can trust me? How do you know I will not go to the witch media right after this meeting and expose you?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her threat, but I could tell she didn’t mean it. She was simply challenging me, questioning my motives.

      “Because, like you said, I am a Bloodworth and, despite the scandal my hybrid nature brings upon the family, they would do anything to protect their reputation, including silence you,” I muttered. “Furthermore, I am also a Draco and, if my assumptions are correct, that also carries quite a lot of weight.”

      Colette de Guise sighed and grinned at me. “Your mother is very proud of the brave young woman you’ve become.”

      “I don’t care what my mother thinks of me,” I snapped.

      Colette cocked her head to the side, frowning at me. “No, that’s not true.”

      Aidan sighed in frustration and shifted as if he was about to stand up and leave. “Can you help us or not? Do you know anything about the Draco clan of dragon shifters?”

      I was prepared to leave with Aidan, ready to chalk this up as a dead end and move on to our next lead. Colette was just the first on a list of common magical beings in Eastern Europe that Kendra had helped me and Aidan put together before leaving. We could probably find help elsewhere.

      But Colette began to speak, causing both of us to pause.

      “The Draco family has not been in Prague for over a decade,” Madame de Guise told us, gaze fixed on me. “They are perhaps the most private of the dragon shifter clans in this region of the world and have retreated significantly over the years. However, it is likely they and their acquaintances remain quite active in Bulgaria.”

      “Bulgaria?” I asked, feeling stupid for trying to remember where exactly on the map that country was located. Was it near Greece? Romania?

      Didn’t it share a border with Turkey?

      Damn, I was far from home.

      “Yes,” Madame de Guise replied. “Sofia, the capital city. I would recommend searching there, as you will have much more luck.”

      “Great,” I replied, opening up my purse and fishing around for one of the euro notes I withdrew in preparation for our journey. “Thank you.”

      I handed Madame de Guise forty euros, which she immediately tried to deny.

      “No, I will not charge a fellow necromancer and his witch companion,” she replied. “I make plenty of money from the silly humans.”

      I bit my lip, wanting to at least offer her something for her help, but could tell there was no way that Colette was going to accept my money. I made a mental note to send her something more meaningful once I returned home, like a rare potion or a precious necromancer artifact from the Bloodworth historical archives.

      We said our thanks one more time and then parted ways, Aidan and I stepping out onto the sunny, cobblestone streets of Prague.

      Outside of the alley in which Madame de Guise’s shop was located, we paused briefly and stared at each other in silence for a few minutes.

      “So,” Aidan sighed. “Bulgaria, then?”

      I shrugged. “I suppose.”
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      “I didn’t realize magical beings actually made money like that,” I mused. “I always assumed that psychics and mediums and fortune tellers were just humans trying to sell a gimmick to other humans.”

      Aidan nodded, seemingly deep in thought. “It’s actually very common, I’ve heard. Humans are pretty gullible, after all. I even thought about looking into it for a side hustle when I get to Berklee this fall.”

      I snorted. “You’re joking.”

      “Yeah, I am.” Aidan chuckled. “I helped one witch hybrid contact her dead mom and look where it got me. Who knows what kind of mess helping a human would get me into?”

      I grinned. “Look where it got you? You mean, enjoying a latte on a beautiful June day in an adorable European café with your charming friend Moira Bloodworth?”

      “Yes, that. I’m in agony. This is torture.”

      I rolled my eyes but was unable to hold back a smile as I gazed across the table at him, so I averted my gaze, turning it toward the street. We were outside on a little terrace ringed with potted plants and decorative tiles, sipping strong coffee in the warm summer weather to fight off our jet lag. We’d been in Europe for almost a week, but both of us were still struggling slightly with adjusting to the new time zone.

      Other than that, and regardless of the rather serious nature of the overall journey, the trip had been nice. I’d been to Europe a handful of times with Aunt Inez over the years, mostly to Paris and Milan and London for all of her seamstress duties and events, but Aidan had never been. He looked good in Europe, though. Like he naturally belonged here with his casual black jeans and vintage leather boots and charming dark waves in his hair.

      If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve assumed the handsome guy leaning back in the metal chair and closing his eyes softly against the warm sunlight that shone down on us was a local.

      We arrived in Sofia late last night and were just now managing to pull ourselves out of our respective beds and find some coffee. Luckily, although the Bulgarian language used the Cyrillic alphabet, many people in Sofia spoke English, so we’d been able to get by decently well so far.

      Even though we were here to find my father, which was a daunting task that made my stomach tangle into knots when I thought about it for too long, I found myself enjoying the trip. Aidan was nice company, and he was easy to travel with.

      I’d never interacted with him outside of Under Realm Academy. Though I’d had the chance to see new sides of him over the past several months, witnessing the Aidan Grimsbane that existed beyond the strict, competitive high school we recently graduated from was eye-opening in a totally different way.

      This version of Aidan was so much more relaxed, for example. Even thousands of miles from home, he was calm and cool. When we met with Madame de Guise, he was relatively at ease the entire time, despite the fact that we were asking a stranger for help with locating a very secretive dragon clan.

      The guy who used to ridicule me and glare at me had become one of my closest friends. Though I used to spend most of my time being spiteful to him and dreading to be in the same general vicinity as he was, Aidan was now someone I was incredibly fond of.

      I watched him lounge in the sunshine, basking in the comfort his presence brought me. I don’t know how I ever thought I could go on this trip by myself. Not only would I not know where to begin when it came to searching for my father and his relatives, but I would also likely spend most of my time feeling anxious and upset. The likelihood of my growing frustrated and giving up and going home after just a few days would have been extremely high if I hadn’t agreed to let Aidan come with me.

      I’d been determined to do something on my own, especially since Aidan had helped me so much this past year, ever since I found out that I was half dragon shifter and that my father—who I previously thought to be dead—was actually still alive. However, I was beginning to learn that just because you could, in theory, do something on your own, didn’t mean that you were less of a person because you accepted assistance from another.

      Growth. Wasn’t it grand?

      Aidan lifted his head, evidently sensing my eyes on him, and grinned. “Stop staring at me,” he murmured.

      “I’m not,” I insisted, but I didn’t look away. “I’m just observing.”

      “Oh? And what do you see?”

      “Hmm,” I replied. “Someone who is very different than the person I thought he was.”

      Aidan’s smirk faded into a gentle smile. “Is that a good thing?”

      I nodded.

      He drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “A few minutes ago, you called us friends,” he said quietly.

      I shrugged. “Isn’t that what we are?”

      “I don’t know. How many friends make out with each other?”

      I blushed. “I’m sure some do. Plus, we haven’t done that in a while.”

      “But I want to… again. Maybe,” Aidan replied, then immediately clamped his lips shut as if he hadn’t meant to admit such a thing.

      My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Oh,” I breathed. “So… what exactly are you saying?”

      Aidan took a deep breath and then looked me square in the eyes.

      I was so taken aback by his confidence that I couldn’t look away.

      “I’m saying that I don’t just want to be your friend, Moira,” he told me, eyes clear with honesty. “I care about you. I like being around you. You’re annoying as hell, but I like it. We—we should—I know that you’ve got a lot going on and there’s a lot of uncertainty, but maybe we could make one thing certain and I can call you my girlfriend?”

      Wow.

      I didn’t know what to say.

      I liked Aidan. That was impossible to deny. I wasn’t in the habit of kissing boys I didn’t like, that was for sure. But ever since we left for Europe, the timid limbo of our maybe-friendship-maybe-something-more relationship had been brushed aside. Instead, we’d both naturally taken on the role of casual travel companions who were friendly, but not romantically involved.

      Although, I had to admit… I did spend a lot of time thinking about being close to him. Kissing him. Maybe doing more than just kissing with him…

      Yikes.

      “Y–you want to be my…?” I responded, accidentally trailing off because I was still trying to remember how to string words together to form a sentence. “My boyfriend?”

      Aidan looked disappointed, as if he assumed that I didn’t feel the same way.

      “It’s okay if you don’t want to put that kind of label on it. I get it, I really do. There’s a lot happening in your life with your date and your aunt and stuff, and I can totally see how you wouldn’t want to deal with having a boyfriend with college starting in the fall and—”

      “Aidan,” I murmured, placing my hand over his on the table and effectively cutting him off.

      He had an adorable habit of babbling when he was nervous. I considered it adorable because, normally, Aidan was the picture of cool, calm, and collected. As Under Realm Academy’s resident bad boy, he always had such a confident and mysterious allure. It used to annoy the crap out of me, but I knew dozens of girls fell for it every year.

      Was I now one of those girls?

      “What’s the verdict?” Aidan asked, biting his lip and raising his eyebrows at me in question.

      “Yes,” I told him, nodding my head. “Yes, let’s put a label on it. I’ll be your… girlfriend.”

      Aidan’s face broke into a grin and I was surprised. I knew he liked me, but I didn’t realize he liked me that much.

      My heart did a few tiny flips in response to that realization.

      “Awesome,” he breathed. “Well, then, girlfriend of mine, would you like to go for a walk around these charming foreign streets of Sofia?”

      I giggled as he pulled out his wallet and left a few bills behind on the table for the waitress and then stood up enthusiastically, holding out his hand for mine.

      “That sounds wonderful, boyfriend of mine,” I replied, standing up and slipping my hand into his.

      Even though it felt strange to call Aidan Grimsbane my boyfriend, it also felt nice. God, Kendra was going to absolutely flip when I told her that we’d made it official. She assumed we’d been dating for months now and had been disappointed to learn that we’d been awkwardly skirting around our feelings for each other that whole time with very little progress.

      Matching Aidan’s enthusiasm, I grinned and entwined my fingers with his as he pulled me away from the café and onto the wide, sunny plaza that hailed from the center of the city. Narrow cobblestone streets oozing with traditional European appeal hailed from every direction, so I closed my eyes and pointed in a random direction.

      He nodded and tugged me that way.

      Despite the fact that we were in Sofia to do the very serious job of locating my birth father, Aidan and I couldn’t ignore the fact that we were young and free in a beautiful foreign city. We wordlessly decided to put the more somber intentions of the trip on the shelf and instead spent the rest of the afternoon and evening exploring all the quirky charms that the capital city of Bulgaria had to offer.

      We attempted to learn bits and pieces of the language. We sampled countless baked goods and desserts from every pastry shop and café we wandered past. We giggled in cheesy souvenir shops and floated through fascinating art galleries.

      For those precious few hours, I forgot that we were a necromancer and a witch-dragon hybrid on a mission. Instead, it felt like we were just two carefree teenagers whose only responsibility was to appreciate the world and its beauty.

      That evening, Aidan and I returned to our hotel, which was small and located in a little pastel yellow building with iron balconies overflowing with potted plants. We had separate rooms, but they were right across the hall from each other.

      Aidan squeezed my hand as we paused at the doors to our rooms. For a moment, I wondered if he would invite me inside his room or if I was supposed to ask him to come in mine. It wasn’t as if we hadn’t spent time in each other’s dorms at Under Realm, so the concept wasn’t totally foreign to us. Still, the fact that we were now officially boyfriend and girlfriend added something electrically charged to the situation.

      I wasn’t sure if I was ready to take that kind of leap with him.

      Thankfully, Aidan didn’t appear to have any impure intentions, and instead bent his head to kiss me sweetly, and then stepped back to place a hand casually on his own door.

      “Goodnight, Moira,” he said, his voice tender in a way that I’d never thought he was capable of before.

      I blushed and fumbled for my room key, feeling a bit dizzy from the kiss.

      “Goodnight,” I finally managed to squeak out and then hurried into my room, quickly closing the door before I could say something embarrassing or blush an even deeper shade of pink.

      I was such a dweeb.
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      I woke early the next morning. Vivid dreams kept me tossing and turning for most of the night. They weren’t unpleasant, and more so a continuation of the wildly beautiful flying dreams I’d been experiencing for nearly a year at that point. It was as if my dragon shifter subconscious became more active the closer I came to my roots.

      The sun was just beginning to rise when I rolled out of bed and looked out of the antique French windows at the narrow cobblestone streets in the center of Paris. I had insisted on being the one to pay for our accommodations and travel expenses, largely because using my Bloodworth advantages in this situation seemed like the right thing to do. After all, it had been Bloodworths—my mother and my aunt—who kept my dragon nature a secret for so long. The least they could do was provide the funds for this journey.

      Aidan tried to protest several times a day and insisted on paying for something, but I told him I would much rather stay in a nice hotel on the Bloodworth coven’s dime than in a seedy hostel at the expense of his less fortunate wallet. He was the one who had been kind enough to come with me on this wild goose chase. The least I could do was treat him to some comfortable amenities.

      I scribbled a note on the hotel stationery to Aidan, letting him know that I would be at the museum in the city center. After dressing quickly in a black romper with a thick leather belt studded with gunmetal and a pair of platform sandals, I hurried down the hall, slipping the note underneath Aidan’s door before I went.

      The museum was one of the few leads we’d managed to come up with during our short flight from Prague to Sofia a couple of days ago. Even though Colette de Guise had been kind enough to point us in the right direction, she didn’t have much else to offer by way of information. I was sure we could’ve paid her to contact a few dead souls and find out more for us, but Aidan was also capable of that, given that he was a necromancer, too.

      However, we hoped to not have to talk to any dead people in the process of locating my father. It hadn’t gone so well when we contacted my mother, and she revealed the truth about my identity and exactly what she thought about the fact that I was half dragon shifter.

      She thought I was a monster. When she was still alive, she did everything in her power to ensure that the dragon side of me would never come out, including forcing her sister, my Aunt Inez, to help her keep it a secret from me no matter what. In the end, my mother had only hurt me.

      I never thought that Charlotte Bloodworth was capable

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-3-unbound.jpg
UNDER REA Al DEMY
SN

X

R BREWER





