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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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      Gliding just above the forest path on my broomstick, I steered my way through the ancient trees that reached toward the sky. Their leaves rustled with the secrets of old, and the crisp, clean air around me filled my lungs.

      The suitcase I’d tied securely behind me swayed gently as we passed over a carpet of moss and ferns. The earthy scents of rich soil and pine filled the air, stirring memories of my childhood spent playing hide and seek among these towering trunks, where I was certain fairies and spirits lurked just out of sight.

      I grinned as I flew, memories of magical classes flashing through my mind. In some of the early years we’d learned about creatures of light. Mischievous sprites and mystical fairies, regal creatures of immense magic.

      Agatha was perched on the front of the broomstick, her tail flicking contentedly as we moved. I’d spent hours in the forest as a child, gathering herbs and flowers for my mother’s potions and remedies. At night, the groves were lit by glow-bugs casting an ethereal shine under the moonlight.

      I couldn’t believe my classroom learning was done. There had been so much safety in learning within the walls of the Arcane Arts Academy. We’d blown things up, cast the wrong spells, and singed the hair off a classroom’s eyebrows.

      Learning magic, especially physical magic, had been daunting, but I’d loved it. I was the only one of my friends who’d risen to level seven magic and succeeded. But now I’d be expected to cast my spells without a safety net, and the idea of that made the hairs on my neck prickle with unease.

      Agatha nudged my hand, breaking my reverie. “It’s good to be back, isn’t it?”

      I smiled though my heart was aching in the strangest way. “Yes. It feels like I just left, somehow.”

      We crested a hill, and Emberwick Crossing appeared, nestled amongst the trees. It was a quaint, picturesque town. A hidden gem, known only to the magical community. We flew over Main Street, lined with old-fashioned shops and cafes, their storefronts adorned with colorful awnings and intricately carved wooden signs. The buildings were constructed of honey-colored brick and stone, with ivy and flowering vines climbing their facades. Wide sidewalks and gas-lit streetlamps dotted the landscape. In the center of town, a grand marble fountain depicting mythical creatures stood as a gathering place for locals and a symbol of the community’s magical heritage.

      Agatha and I landed on the lawn in front of my childhood home, my breath catching at the sight.

      It was a modest two-story house with a wraparound porch. My parents had painted the exterior light blue with white trim, and it was topped with a slate-gray roof. The porch was adorned with a swing and hanging ferns that had long given up the ghost. Their dry and brown tendrils made my heart sad and I reached out to put a little magical life back into them.

      Mom had landscaped the front yard neatly with colorful flower beds. Inside, the house featured hardwood floors, faded area rugs, and an eclectic mix of vintage and modern furniture. The walls were painted in shades of green and blue, and the windows were framed by sheer curtains. The living room boasted a large stone fireplace and built-in bookshelves filled with magical tomes and family photos.

      The rusted iron gate squealed in protest as I pushed it open. With Agatha at my heels, I crossed the overgrown yard. There was a hidden key, but I used my magic to open the front door, the protection spells programmed and linked to my bloodlines.

      The door swung open, and I stepped inside, looking around at the home I hadn’t seen in too long. Dust motes danced in beams of moonlight. I reached for the light switch and flicked it on with a click.

      “Welcome home, Sage,” Agatha said softly as we both stared around the well-lit room.

      I stepped further into the cottage, memories washing over me. The sitting room was just as I remembered it—two plush armchairs angled towards the fireplace, shelves of leather-bound books I had spent hours reading.

      I sighed. “It’s like I’m fifteen again.”

      Agatha padded along beside me, her yellow eyes taking everything in. “It must be strange being back after so long. Are you okay?”

      I was so grateful in that moment for my familiar. I couldn’t even imagine how I’d be feeling here, alone. Instead, I had someone to chat to who wouldn’t judge me.

      “I think so.” I ran my fingers over the back of an armchair, leaving trails in the dust. “It’s funny… I felt so lost and small in this house after my parents died. Now I just feel sad.”

      Agatha nudged my leg and purred, a sound that was more reassuring than I expected.

      I wandered through the rest of the first floor, the groan of the floorboards under my feet an ever-present reminder of how old the cottage was. The kitchen had faded yellow walls and an old-fashioned round wooden table.

      The study where my dad would read the newspaper every morning sat too quiet. The formal dining room we only used on holidays was no longer clean or shiny, my mother’s magic fading away.

      I took a short breath and cast my first spell, a dust collector. I picked up an empty glass jar left on the counter and waved my hand over the opening. In a moment, the glass glowed, and I grinned. No dusting or vacuuming for me.

      I lifted the jar in the air and a soft, sucking noise filled the room as the container collected the dirt, dust, and grime from the room. It had been years since anyone had stepped foot into the house, and the air smelled clogged and thick.

      Each room unlocked memories I’d tucked away in the deep recesses of my heart. My mother baking snickerdoodles, my father patiently helping me with math homework. I took my dust collector jar into every room I navigated, lifting the blanket of age and dirt from my parents’ beloved home.

      Upstairs, I paused outside my childhood bedroom. The purple walls still had my favorite band and movie posters taped to them. I took a breath before crossing the threshold. My bed was neatly made, pillows plumped as if I’d never left. The bookshelves were still stuffed with fantasy novels, crystals and geodes I had collected over the years.

      I’d had the perfect childhood and a beautiful, safe home in which to grow up.

      Tears stung my eyes as I sat on the edge of the bed, the springs squeaking in protest. A cloud of dust rose around me, and once again, I lifted the jar, sucking in the dirt. My mother would be appalled to know her home lay in such filth, but it wouldn’t take me long to whip this place into shape.

      Speaking of… I stood up and cast a spell to remake the bed with fresh sheets and pillows and blankets. Looking around, I wrinkled my nose at the teen angst purple, but putting that job aside for the moment. I’d design a whole new décor for the house soon, but I wanted to live in it first. To wallow in my memories before I changed anything else.

      Agatha jumped up beside me on the bed. “Are you sure you’re okay? Being back here, back home after all this time, is surely a lot to deal with.”

      I scratched her head absently. “I think so. It hurts, but in a good way.” I lay back on the pillows and closed my eyes. “I wasn’t sure I wanted to come back. I think I was afraid of what would be here, and how I’d feel. But now that I am… I’m just so glad to be home.”

      The next few hours were spent using the dust collector jar and my physical magic to give the house a proper cleaning. I changed all the beds and mopped the floors.

      A lot of the lights needed new globes, so I fixed all that as well. When I finally crawled into my old bed to rest, I was exhausted but happy.

      I was home, and the smell of my mother’s lavender now lingered in the air. Why had I put off coming here for so long? This was the last place my parents had lived, and even now I could feel their love surrounding me.

      There was no way I was going anywhere else now.
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      I was sitting on the old, comfy sofa, tracing the delicate ripples of a new spell on an ancient scroll when Agatha’s sharp yowl snapped me back into the present. “Sage, look!” she urged from her place on the window ledge.

      “Ugh, not now. I’m onto something with this—” My protests died as I followed her gaze out the front window.

      “Something wicked lurks in this town,” Agatha said, peering outside.

      I walked over to stand beside her, and what I saw made every hair on my arms stand on end. A shadowy figure cut across the sky, its form a miasma of darkness, tendrils of inky blackness snaking behind it.

      I pressed my hand to the cold glass panel as I leaned forward even more. “Agatha, what is that?” I whispered, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      “Evil,” she hissed, flattening her ears against her head. “Pure and simple.”

      “But why is it here?” We’d never had any problems with evil entities before. Not that I knew of, anyway.

      She lashed her tail and answered like a fortune teller. “An ancient evil seeking to feed on fear and despair. We must stop it before it grows stronger.”

      My skin prickled with an unnatural chill. I had to get closer. Agatha hopped on my shoulder, and together we stepped through the side door and stood outside. I shivered. The air was tinged with a magical charge, and I wasn’t surprised, considering what was flying above our heads. The entity swooped low, and a cold wave passed through me, goosebumps erupting across my skin—a sure sign of malevolence nearby.

      “Chaos incarnate,” Agatha mumbled, watching as the dark force sent newspapers flying and rattled the windows of the sleepy neighborhood.

      Screams and shouts filled the air as residents emerged from their homes, expressions wide with fear.

      “Agatha, we’ve got to do something.” I was already reaching for my power, the perceptible tingle of magic at my fingertips.

      Agatha nodded, her yellow eyes sharp. “Yes. This entity… it must be stopped. But how, Sage? This is no ordinary dark magic.”

      I swallowed hard, feeling the stress in her words. “We need to investigate further, don’t we, Agatha?”

      “Be warned,” she said, her voice taking on the timbre of ancient knowledge. “These entities feed on negative emotions. Their strength grows with each act of terror they cause.”

      “Like parasites,” I said, a tremor in my voice as my own fear ratcheted up a notch.

      “They’re old as magic itself,” Agatha went on. “Older than any witch or warlock. They slip through the cracks of our world, seeking destruction.”

      “Let’s make sure this one doesn’t get what it wants.” I squared my shoulders, feeling the need to do something. But what?

      Agatha jumped to the ground with ease and stared up at me. “Your magic is rare, Sage. Your spells could be the key to destroying it, but you must consult the High Witch first.”

      She was right. And although my fingers itched to throw some magic at the entity that I could so clearly see, I had no idea how to destroy it. Forcing myself to take a breath, I tried to remain calm. “Let’s contact her right away then. We don’t want to waste any more time.”

      This was about more than just proving myself to the High Witch, this attack on my town was personal. I could feel my resolve solidify within as I made a promise to myself that I would unearth the truth and safeguard the magical world from this encroaching darkness.

      I stepped further away from the house and into the cool embrace of nightfall, the cobblestone path leading away from my home. A feeling of purpose propelled me toward town, under a sky painted with bruised purples and oranges as the sun retreated.

      “Going somewhere?” The male voice snagged my attention, and I froze.

      I turned to find Bradley “Brad” Adams, leaning casually against the white picket fence that bordered his parents’ house.

      He hadn’t changed much, with the same spiky crown of dark brown hair and wide-set blue eyes that seemed to hold entire oceans. His tall frame was clad in a simple plaid shirt that hugged his well-built torso, sleeves rolled up to the elbows revealing forearms etched with veins. A builder’s arms, with dark jeans and scuffed boots.

      “Brad.” My heart lurched.

      “Hey, Sage. It’s been too long.” He smiled, pushing off the fence.

      “Way too long.” An odd sensation of warmth bloomed within my chest.

      Agatha cleared her throat pointedly beside me.

      “Ah, right. Brad, this is Agatha, my familiar.” I gestured at the sleek black cat, whose yellow stare assessed Brad critically.

      Brad tilted his head at the feline. “Nice to meet you, Agatha. Any friend of Sage’s is a friend of mine.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, gesturing at the house that shared a fence with mine.

      “Well, I’ve been working as a magical architect and I bought this place from my folks,” Brad said, his face shining with pride. “Using my elemental manipulation to create and shape structures. It’s been a wild ride, but I love it.”

      I nodded, impressed by his qualifications. “That sounds incredible. I always knew you’d do something amazing with your powers.”

      “Thanks, Sage. That means a lot coming from you.” His smile softened, and I felt a flutter in my stomach that I hadn’t felt in a very long time. “So, what about you? What have you been up to all these years?”

      “I’ve been at the Institute for the Arcane Arts. Spent the last few years honing my magical talents, especially in interior design magic and crystal ball scrying. I just graduated a few days ago.”

      “Interior design magic, huh?” Brad raised an eyebrow, a smile lifting his full, sensual lips. “Guess that means you can make any space look enchanting, just like yourself.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks. “Flatterer.”

      “Just calling it like I see it.” He winked, and I swear my heart did a backflip.

      Agatha rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. If you two are going to keep making googly eyes at each other, I’m going to hack up a hairball.”

      I shot her a glare, but Brad just laughed. “Feisty one, isn’t she?”

      Smiling, I shook my head. “You have no idea. But seriously, it’s great to see you again, Brad. I’ve missed you… you know, our friendship.”

      I tried not to blush further, but I was bumbling over my words like an idiot. Brad and I had always been friends. He was the boy next door, quite literally.

      “Me too, Sage.” His voice lowered, and he took a step closer. “Maybe we could catch up some more over dinner? I know a place that serves the best pasta in town.”

      My heart raced at the thought of spending more time with him. “I’d like that.”

      While we stood there, grinning at each other like two loons, I knew coming home had been the right decision. Everything was going to be okay.

      Agatha snorted, her gaze lingering on Brad before turning away. “We need to focus on the evil, Sage. Not dating.”

      “Actually, I might be able to help with that,” Brad said, his expression turning serious. “There have been rumors around town… tales of a powerful warlock acting in the shadows. Someone not just dabbling in dark magic, but fully embodying it.”

      “Could it be related to what we’ve seen tonight?” I asked.

      “Perhaps.” Brad’s expression darkened. “I bought this place when my folks retired. Thought I’d stay close to where the magic is, you know? And since then, I’ve heard things, felt disturbances in the natural balance of the town.”

      I looked up at the sky, where the last vestige of daylight clung desperately to the horizon, and shivered—not from fear, but from a strange anticipation.

      “Brad, if this warlock is behind the evil entity, they might also know what happened to my parents.” I whispered the last syllables, almost afraid to put the hope out there, speaking it aloud. The weight of years was in those words.

      “Then you’re going to need all the help you can get,” he said with a nod and the crossing of his arms over his chest. “Count me in.”

      “Thank you, Brad. That would be great.” Unexpected gratitude filled my voice.

      A dog barked nervously in the distance, a sound that ricocheted through the uneasiness settling over our small town.

      I glanced over at Agatha, who gave me an encouraging nod.

      “There’s something I should tell you,” I began, turning back to Brad. “I’m not just passing through. I’ve taken a position as assistant to the High Witch herself.”

      Brad’s eyes widened. “No way! That’s huge, Sage. You must be something special for her to take you on.”

      I smiled, warmed by his faith in me. “Let’s just say my particular talents intrigued her, and I want to learn as much as I can. I’m hoping she can teach me more advanced magic. Things I’ll need to face whatever’s coming.”

      “Well, it sounds like you’re on the right path,” Brad said. “And for what it’s worth, I think I remember an ancient text at the library that may shed some light on dark entities. I can try to track it down for you.”

      “That would be amazing. Thank you.”

      I couldn’t help but want to show him how much I appreciated his help. Without my parents, I was at a loss for people I trusted, so I stepped forward and awkwardly leaned forward, wrapping my arms around him in a grateful hug. Brad tensed in surprise before relaxing into the embrace. When we pulled apart, the air between us was sizzling with a new sort of magic.

      I took a deep breath, trying to steady my stupid hormones. “Right now, I need to speak with Ingrid, see if she knows anything about a rogue warlock in the area. Will you let me know if you find anything?”

      “You know I will,” Brad promised.

      As I turned to leave, his voice stopped me. “Sage, wait.”

      I glanced back, raising an eyebrow. “What’s up?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck, a telltale sign of nervousness. “Just… be careful, okay? I know you’re a badass witch and all, but this feels different somehow. Dangerous.”

      A smirk tugged at my lips. “Ha! Where’s the fun in being careful?”

      Brad rolled his eyes, but a smile played on his face. “I’m serious. Promise me you’ll watch your back.”

      “I promise.” I held up my hand in a mock scout’s honor. “Or Agatha will watch if for me. Either way, I really need to go. Catch you later, Brad.”

      I walked away with a smile on my lips, but he was right. This was different. The dark power that was rising all around us made it feel like something big was coming. Something that could destroy everything.

      I pushed the thought aside. One problem at a time. First, I needed to talk to Ingrid. See if she had any idea what we were dealing with. Then, I could worry about the impending doom looming over us all.

      Agatha and I went back inside the house, where I sat on a sofa in the living room, and Agatha jumped up next to me.

      “Any advice?” I asked.

      “Young witch, when have I ever not had advice?” Agatha purred from her cushioned spot on the sofa. Her yellow eyes held a depth of wisdom that always comforted me.

      “Okay, shoot,” I said, trying to keep my tone light even with the churning in my stomach.

      “First, Sage, remember that evil feeds off fear and misery. It’s like catnip for the malevolent.” She flicked her tail, her feline features dead serious. “You mustn’t let it be aware of your apprehension because thatwill only make it stronger.”

      I nodded, absorbing her words. “Got it. Fear is food. Don’t be a buffet.”

      “Exactly.” Agatha’s whiskers twitched in approval. “Now, about this entity... You felt it before you saw it, didn’t you?”

      “Goosebumps galore,” I confirmed. “Felt like I’d plunged into an ice bath with my clothes on.”

      “Your senses are sharp, my girl. Trust them. They’ll guide you to the heart of this darkness.” Agatha’s voice was firm, instilling confidence within me.

      I could do this with her help.

      “Thanks, Agatha. I just wish I knew why this feels personal somehow, like it’s linked to my parents or something.” The words spilled out before I could stop them, raw and revealing.

      “Your parents’ passing was tragic,” Agatha acknowledged, her tone softer now. “Yet, answers may lie where we least expect them. This evil—perhaps it’s a piece of a larger puzzle.”

      “True… A puzzle with missing edges and a picture of ‘Here Be Monsters’,” I joked, but worry gnawed at me. “Do you really think it might know something about what happened to them?”

      I grabbed a pillow and hugged it in my lap, the scent of age and dust lingering in the air.

      “Perhaps,” Agatha said, settling onto her pillow even more. “Knowledge is power in our world. If this entity possesses such knowledge, it won’t part with it easily.”

      I sighed. “Well, I’m not backing down. Not when there’s a chance for answers.” My parents’ deaths still haunted me, and if this new thing could help me solve the riddle, I’d do anything to get that information.

      “Brave and relentless as ever. Just tread sensibly, Sage. Evil is most dangerous when cornered,” Agatha warned.

      “I understand. Guess I’ll start by seeing what Ingrid thinks.”

      “Smart girl,” she said, curling up into a ball. “And while you do that, I’ll meditate on the matter. Perhaps the spirits will be chatty today.”

      “Let’s hope they’re more gossip than cryptic,” I said with a small smile. “Thanks, Agatha. For everything.”

      “Always, young witch.” Agatha closed her eyes, already slipping into her trance.

      I grabbed my jacket from the coat hook in the foyer and opened the front door. When I reached for my broomstick, it was gone. Strange. Instead of seeking the High Witch’s counsel in person, I tried to call her on my cell phone but only got her voicemail and left a message. I’d wait until I heard back from her for further instructions.
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      I nudged the couch a smidge to the left, then stepped back to survey the room. Agatha, perched on the windowsill, followed my gaze.

      “My mom would’ve loved this,” I said, staring out at the newly rearranged space. My fingers trailed over a tapestry that shimmered with threads of my memories—birthday parties, scraped knees, and bedtime stories.

      “Your folks had taste, young lady.” Agatha yawned, her yellow gaze reflecting the afternoon sun. “Though, I bet they never imagined their living room would double as a witch’s workshop.”

      I shrugged, feeling the magic hum in the newly arranged space. Maybe not, although part of me hoped that my mother would approve.

      Opening my laptop, I began working on a new website for my magical interior design business specializing in customizing spaces to enhance the magical flow and wellbeing of its occupants. “Mystical Motifs” was now officially in business, and I couldn’t wait to start enchanting homes with more than just throw pillows and mood lighting. The skill was passed down to me from my ancestors, who were renowned for their abilities to infuse magic into everyday objects.

      “Got your spiel down?” Agatha asked, hopping down to weave between my legs.

      “Yes! ‘Let Sage Holland revitalize your domicile with charms and chic decor to soothe your soul.’ Kinda catchy, don’t you think?”

      “Sure beats ‘Sage will fix your drab pad.’” Agatha yawned.

      Before I could laugh at the rather catchy phrase, my phone buzzed with an arcane pulse. A rune glowed on the screen—a sure sign of a secure call. Only one person used that kind of encryption: Ingrid Nightspire, the High Witch herself.

      Shit. Breathe.

      “Hello?” I answered, trying not to sound like I was nervous, which I was.

      “Sage, listen carefully,” Ingrid said, her voice crackling with urgency. “I have concerns about Amara Black. I need you to keep an eye on her.”

      “Amara Black?” I frowned. That was Evie’s mom. “Are you sure?” Amara was sweet, cool, and very powerful.

      “Very. I suspect that woman might be causing the havoc in the community,” she said.

      “Havoc?” I repeated, my mind reeling. Amara Black had always seemed like the epitome of a protective mother to me. “What kind of harm are we talking about here?”

      Ingrid’s sigh hissed through the phone. “I can’t divulge all the details yet but trust me when I say it’s serious. Keep your eyes peeled for anything suspicious, and report back to me immediately if you notice anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Got it,” I said, my stomach twisting into knots. “I’ll do my best to uncover whatever the hell Amara’s up to.”

      “Good. And, Sage?” Ingrid’s voice softened a touch. “Be alert. We don’t know what she’s capable of. And this is top secret, understood? You cannot tell anyone. Not even Evie.”

      “Understood,” I said solemnly. “I have another matter to discuss with you, High Witch.”

      “Go on,” Ingrid prompted, her tone still carrying the weight of authority.

      “There’s an evil entity at Emberwick Crossing. It’s causing trouble, attacking people.”

      “An evil force…how very interesting.” There was a rustle, like Ingrid was taking notes. “I’ll look into this matter personally. But, Sage, for now, focus on Amara Black. Do not engage with this entity.”

      “Okay,” I replied, though curiosity gnawed at me. “But⁠—”

      “No buts, Sage. Leave it to me and focus on your assignment. Keep a watchful eye on Amara and stay safe.”

      I sagged, disappointed with her instructions. “Okay, High Witch. Will do.”

      “Good. I’m counting on you, Sage. Stay vigilant.”

      The line went dead with an ominous click, leaving me with an impression of foreboding and the lingering stench of ozone from the magical call.

      Amara Black, a threat to the community? It seemed impossible, but if Ingrid was concerned, I couldn’t ignore it. Plus, it was my job to do what the High Witch instructed.

      “Well, shit.” I shoved my phone back into my pocket. “Looks like I’ve got some spying to do.”

      Agatha leaped onto the counter, her stare narrowed. “Spying on Evie’s mom? That’s going to cause a rift with you and Evie, Sage.”

      “No, it won’t, because I won’t tell her,” I said, trying to play it cool despite the unease prickling my scalp. “Orders from the top, Agatha. Can’t exactly tell the High Witch no, can I?”

      The cat snorted, her tail twitching. “Just don’t get caught, or Evie will have your head on a platter.”

      “I know.”

      Investigating my best friend’s mother felt like a betrayal, but if Amara was up to something nefarious, I had no choice but to find out what was going on. The safety of the magical community came first, even if it meant risking my friendship with Evie.

      What could Amara be doing that had Ingrid so worried? And how the hell was I supposed to uncover her secrets without tipping her off?

      I stood up and stretched a little. “Time to see what skeletons Amara Black has hidden in her closet.”

      Agatha meowed. “Crystal ball magic?”

      “Yep. Guess my scrying skills are about to get a workout.” It was a better idea than going over to their house and looking through her actual closets.

      “This sucks,” I grumbled, running a hand through my blue highlighted hair. “Evie will be so mad at me if she finds out. She’d flip if she knew her mom was under surveillance by witches.”

      “Best keep mum about that,” Agatha advised with a regal nod of her head. “Revealing the truth could be dangerous for everyone involved.”

      I reached out and scratched behind her ears gently. “Looks like it’s just you and me on this one, Agatha.”

      So we officially had a plan: watch Amara Black and pretend everything was peachy with Evie. All while an unknown evil lurked in the shadows, and I wasn’t allowed to do anything about it. Easy. No pressure.

      “So now what?” Agatha asked.

      “I get out my crystal ball,” I said, then marched into my bedroom to find it. Agatha, my shadow followed, as always.

      The crystal ball sat atop an antique stand of my grandmother’s, nestled between two stacks of grimoires on my oak desk. I pulled the heavy velvet drapes shut over my window to dim the room, leaving only the soft light from a few candles that I lit with a quick spell. My fingers traced the smooth, cool glass as I settled onto the chair cushion in front of it. Agatha hopped onto the bed to watch me.

      I wriggled my fingers and tried to smooth the anxiety from my heart. “Okay, Agatha, let’s see what we’re dealing with.” It didn’t feel right to spy on someone like Evie’s mom, but what choice did I have?

      “Be cautious, Sage. You know how this magic can drain witches,” Agatha warned.

      “Relax, I’ve got this.” I inhaled deeply and raised my hands. “Show me Amara Black.”

      I gazed into the crystal ball, my hands hovering above its smooth surface, channeling my seventh-level magical energy into its depths. The mists inside began to swirl, coalescing into a clearer form. Gradually, a vivid image emerged—a glimpse into Amara’s living room. She looked animated but intense, conversing with a group of cloaked figures whose faces were obscured. My breath caught in my throat. The figures leaned in closer, their movements deliberate, and their voices a low murmur, hinting at the gravity of their clandestine meeting.

      A chill of apprehension crept up my spine. I leaned closer, my eyes narrowing. I tried to discern more details, a feeling of urgency gnawing at me. The secrecy of their meeting, the intensity of their conversation—it all pointed to something ominous brewing.

      “Damn, that’s weird.”

      “Slow down, Sage. Remember your training. Don’t push so hard,” Agatha reminded me, concern lacing her voice.

      “Right, right. But look at this, Agatha!” I pointed at the scene in the glass orb. “That’s no neighborhood gossip session. They’re planning something big.”

      “Any familiar faces?” Agatha hopped onto the desk.

      “Hard to say with those hoods, but wait…” My gaze sharpened as one figure pushed back their hood. “No, I only recognize Evie’s mom.”

      “Seems like you’ve stumbled upon a secret society. And not the fun kind,” Agatha said dryly.

      “Shit.” My head was starting to pound, the strain of maintaining the scrying spell evident. “I’m going to need more than coffee to keep this up.”

      “Freya Weissdorn could help with that,” Agatha offered. “Her herbal concoctions are perfect for magical stamina.”

      “Freya. I know her. She’s an old friend…yeah, she’d have just the thing. I’ll drop by her place tomorrow.”

      “Now stay focused.”

      I nodded, taking Agatha’s advice to heart. “Okay.” I closed my eyes and steadied my breathing, centering myself before attempting to delve deeper into the crystal’s vision.

      When I reopened my eyes, the image sharpened, the cloaked figures’ voices becoming clearer. “…the ceremony must be held on the next blood moon,” one of them said.

      Amara shook her head adamantly. “That’s too soon. We need more time to gather the necessary components.”

      “Time is a luxury we cannot afford,” another figure countered, their voice distorted, almost inhuman. “The stars align perfectly. To delay would be foolish.”

      My heart pounded in my chest as the implications sank in. A ceremony? On a blood moon? Whatever they were planning, it couldn’t be good.

      “Shit, this doesn’t sound good at all.” I pursed my lips, my brow furrowing.

      Agatha’s tail whipped back and forth nervously. “Don’t let your curiosity blind you to the dangers.”

      Ignoring her warning, I leaned closer, straining to catch every word. Amara’s expression hardened, her jaw set in determination. “Very well. We proceed as planned. But if anything goes awry, it will be on your heads. Meeting adjourned. Thank you, Eclipse Society.”

      The cloaked figures nodded in eerie unison, their movements almost ritualistic. The vision faded, leaving me with more questions than answers. Who and what was the Eclipse Society?

      “Dammit, what the hell are they up to?” I grumbled, frustration seeping into my voice. “And why is Evie’s mom involved in something so shady? I don’t like the looks of this one bit.”

      Agatha tilted her furry head. “We must proceed with caution.”

      I nodded, dragging a hand through my hair. I couldn’t believe it. Evie’s mother was involved in something wicked. In fact, I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own two eyes. “You’re right. We need to figure out what they’re planning, and why Evie’s mom is involved.” I touched my crystal ball, the smooth surface cool against my fingertips.

      Agatha snickered. “You are not bad at scrying for such a young witch.”

      I shot her a sassy glare. “Thanks, I think.”

      “One day, you’ll become a formidable force, Sage. Your parents would be proud.”

      The mention of my parents sent a pang through my heart, but I pushed the feeling down.

      I leaned back in my chair, squeezing my eyes shut for a moment. They were aching from staring unblinking for too long. “Just once, I’d like to have a vision that didn’t involve impending doom and gloom. Why couldn’t she have been, I don’t know… baking cookies or something?”

      Agatha chuckled, her whiskers twitching. “Where’s the fun in that? A witch’s life is never dull.”

      I turned around and opened my eyes to stare at my familiar. “I’m curious. Just how old are you, Agatha? You’ve never really told me.”

      The cat’s stare narrowed, her tail flicking with indignation. “A lady never reveals her age, young witch. Surely, you know that by now.”

      A lady over the age of fifty, maybe. I’d tell anyone who wanted to know my age.

      I laughed and couldn’t help but tease her. “Oh, come on, Agatha. You can’t be that old. What were you… like, a hundred when you died and possessed this cat?”

      Agatha huffed, leaping off the desk and onto the floor. “I’ll have you know I was a spry witch when I possessed this feline, who was dying at the time. Now she has nine lives in a literal sense, and so do I. Besides, age is only a number.”

      “Yeah, a number you’re apparently too embarrassed to share,” I teased, earning a disgruntled meow from my familiar.

      “Enough of this foolishness,” Agatha said, her tone turning serious once more. “We have more pressing matters now. We must unravel the mystery of this dark ritual before it’s too late.”

      I nodded, my smile fading. “You’re right. Let’s get to work and see what we can discover about the Eclipse Society. We’ve got a coven of creepy cultists to stop and a best friend’s mother to save.” I couldn’t believe that Evie’s mom was evil, I just couldn’t. There had to be a reason for her participation.

      “We should proceed to your father’s study. Make haste, young witch.”

      “Fine,” I said, standing up with a stretch. “But let’s make it quick. I’ve got a fresh batch of sage and lavender that won’t bundle itself.”

      We went into my father’s former study, which was mine now, and turned our attention to the towering bookshelves crowded with dusty grimoires and ancient tomes. Agatha leapt onto the highest shelf, her black fur scarcely visible in the dim light.

      “Start with ‘The Chronicles of Shadowed Societies’,” she ordered. “If the Eclipse Society is as old as I suspect, there will be a mention of them there.”

      “Got it.” I reached for the leather-bound volume, its spine squeaking as I opened it. Pages fluttered under my fingers, the musty trace of magic and history filling the air.

      “Can you see anything pertinent?” Agatha asked impatiently.

      “Patience, oh bossy one,” I replied. “These things don’t exactly come with an index.” I scanned through the archaic handwriting, searching for any reference to the Eclipse Society.

      “Here!” I exclaimed, excited to have found something. “It says the Eclipse Society was rumored to convene during lunar events, harnessing the moon’s energy for… Huh. It doesn’t say for what.”

      “Typical,” Agatha grumbled. “Secret societies love their enigmas.”

      “Looks like we’ll have to do some more digging.” I frowned. Every moment we spent researching was another moment Amara or one of her followers could be weaving more sinister plans.

      “Let’s keep looking. There has to be something more concrete, something actionable,” I said.

      Agatha lifted a paw and pointed. “Over there. ‘Lunar Rites and Rituals’. It might have what we need.”

      I grabbed the book, flipping through the pages until a particular passage caught my eye. My heart raced. I read about ceremonies that sounded eerily similar to what I’d seen through the crystal orb.

      “Agatha, this could be it, They’re using the lunar cycles to amplify their power, but for what purpose?”

      “Evil rarely announces its intentions, young witch,” Agatha said solemnly.

      “Right.” I closed the book with a snap.

      Evie’s face flashed in my mind, so trusting and unaware of the danger lurking so close to home.

      “Whatever they’re planning, we’ll stop them,” I said, more to myself than to Agatha. “We have to.”

      “Now, let’s not waste any more time. The next full moon approaches, and with it, our best chance to uncover their secrets.”

      “Okay, I’m on it.” I closed the book and picked it up in my arms, energized by the thought of protecting my friend. “No dark cult is going to get the better of Sage Holland.”

      “Nor Agatha,” the cat added with a swish of her tail.

      “Teamwork makes the dream work,” I joked weakly.

      “Let’s hope so,” Agatha replied. “For everyone’s sake, let’s hope so. Now rest, Sage. You look like hell.”

      I rolled my eyes at the ancient cat. “Gee, thanks, Agatha.”

      After leaving the study, I blew out the candles and collapsed onto my bed, letting the darkness envelop me. Tomorrow, I’d look into the secret society more. Tonight, I needed sleep.
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      After dinner the following day, I was curled up on my soft leather couch in the living room, the one I’d charmed to always feel like a hug, when Agatha sauntered in, her sleek black coat shimmering under the dim glow of the fairy lights.

      “Agatha, you ever think the Eclipse Society might be more than just a bunch of dark magic hobbyists?” I twisted a lock of my blue highlighted hair around my finger. “Like, maybe they’re tied to that evil warlock we’ve heard about, or that evil force in town?”

      “Considering their penchant for secrecy, it wouldn’t surprise me, young witch,” Agatha replied, eyeing me with that wise stare of hers. “The threads of darkness often weave together in bewildering ways.”

      I huffed, pulling my knees up so I could rest my chin there. “Right? It’s just… something feels off. And Amara, she’s involved with the society, obviously. But could she be our link to figuring this out?”

      “Perhaps.” Agatha jumped onto the armrest of my couch. “But we tread precarious paths when we pry into the affairs of any magical society.”

      “Which is why I was thinking…” My gaze drifted to the dusty Ouija board atop my bookshelf. “Maybe we should try to communicate with the evil spirit.”

      I retrieved the board, my fingers trembling as I carried it to the round coffee table and sat on the floor.

      “Let’s hope this doesn’t unleash something we can’t handle.” I placed the spirit board down, and then lightly laid my fingers on the planchette, the cool wood smooth beneath my touch. Agatha watched with keen interest from the armrest but didn’t tell me to stop.

      “We wish to speak with the malevolent entity causing the recent turmoil in our town. Can you reveal your name?” I asked, my pulse thrumming.

      The ground trembled around me, books toppling from shelves, artwork on the walls shifting. I swallowed the squeal that rose in my throat. This was what I’d wanted. I needed to stay calm. Then, everything went unearthly still and eerily silent. I held my breath, waiting, watching.

      The planchette moved rapidly across the board, spelling out T-E-N-E-B-R-I-S, a name.

      “Whoa, okay. Hi, Tenebris,” I said, my voice unsteady. “A name to the nightmare. Somehow, that doesn’t make me feel any better.” I sighed, running a hand through my hair.

      “Such pleasantries are unnecessary,” Agatha admonished, though I could tell she was equally unsettled.

      I shifted and kept my fingers gently on the planchette. “What do you want, Tenebris? Why are you in Emberwick Crossing?”

      Tenebris continued to answer: Y-O-U…W-I-L-L…S-U-F-F-E-R.

      “Okay, that’s not the friendliest answer.” I frowned and repeated, “What do you want?”

      The planchette moved forcefully, spelling out a haunting message: T-O…C-O-N-S-U-M-E…Y-O-U-R…F-E-A-R…S-T-U-P-I-D…W-I-T-C-H.

      With a gasp, I jerked my hands back as if burned by the board, then thought better of it and shoved the board straight off the table. It hit the carpet with a thud, and I shivered all over. “This is serious, Agatha. Tenebris isn’t just some low-level poltergeist.”

      “I could have told you that!” Her ears flattened against her head. “Darkness like this does not remain idle. It devours. And now it knows who you are, Sage.”

      “Thanks, I really needed to hear that,” I grumbled. The gravity of our situation hung between us, heavy and silent. I knew one thing for certain—we were in way over our heads.

      Which the High Witch had warned me. Damn. She’d been right. I should have left well enough alone.

      My thoughts were a jumble of words and emotions as the implications of what had just transpired settled within my mind. Tenebris, a malevolent entity of immense power, had taken notice of me. The thought chilled me to the marrow. I couldn’t help wondering what it wanted, what dark plans it had next. The responsibility of dealing with such a formidable foe pressed on my shoulders, and I questioned whether I could stop the evil myself.

      Yet, amongt the fear and uncertainty, a glimmer of fortitude burned within me. I had come this far in my magical training, and I refused to let Tenebris win without a fight. But I couldn’t do it alone, and I was grateful for Agatha’s presence, her wisdom, and her unwavering support. Once I told the High Witch what I’d learned, I was sure she would have a solution.

      After putting the spirit board away, I sat cross legged on the floor, the crystal ball nestled between my palms. It was time to do the High Witch’s bidding and spy on Amara again. My brow furrowed as I concentrated to encourage the visions.

      “Show me Amara Black,” I urged, seeking answers about the Eclipse Society and its possible connection to Tenebris.

      “You are the High Witch’s spy, young witch,” Agatha meowed from her seat on the windowsill. “But she should not ask this of you. Amara Black has many allies, and the High Witch is endangering your life by asking you to do all this prying…and even worse—my life.”

      I ignored my cat, peering into the depths of the orb. An image shimmered into focus—a figure shrouded in shadows, recognizably Amara. But around her twirled a barrier like silver smoke, impenetrable and unnervingly serene.

      I frowned. “There’s a protective spell around Amara now. It won’t let me see what’s she’s up to. Crap!”

      Agatha blinked her eyes. “She is a powerful and very clever witch. This shows that she is hiding something—or hiding from something.”

      “Or someone.”

      The idea unsettled me. Before I could probe further, the image in the glass contorted, the protective spell dissolving into shadows. A dark spirit appeared, twisted with malevolence. Tenebris.

      “Shit!” I recoiled, my fingers digging in deeper, refusing to let go of the scrying image.

      The crystal’s view shifted abruptly, settling on the town square. Tenebris was everywhere at once, a furious eruption of dark, whipping shadows. Through the commotion, a woman sprinted desperately for cover. Her foot caught on a cobblestone, and she stumbled, falling hard onto the ground. Her scream rent the air, a bleak, chilling sound that was swiftly swallowed as the shadows attacked. They enveloped her completely, and when they finally receded, all that remained was a lifeless husk.

      My heart pounded with adrenaline, and angry tears burned in my eyes. “Dammit, we have to do something!”

      Agatha leapt from the windowsill, her eyes glowing like molten gold. “We are not equipped to handle this, Sage,” she warned, her voice quivering with concern. “The High Witch explicitly ordered you not to engage with it.”

      “I don’t care!”

      With courage fueling my steps, I jumped up and ran out the front door. Agatha followed close behind me, the door swinging shut behind us.

      We made our way across the lawn and onto the darkened street. The wind howled, whipping my hair into a frenzied mess and carrying with it the smell of rain and sulfur. A dog barked frantically in the distance, its cries punctuated by the ominous rumble of thunder.

      “Stay close,” I told Agatha. “We can’t let him hurt anyone else.”

      “Lead the way, young witch,” she replied, her form blurring in front of my eyes. She was readying her magic, preparing for whatever we faced next.

      As we stepped onto the sidewalk, the first drops of rain splattered against the cobblestones.

      Tenebris materialized before us, an eddying mass of gloom and malice. His presence drained the color from the world, leaving only shades of gray and despair.

      I gasped in fear, pulling my magic to my fingertips. The evil spirit had spindly limbs that moved with an unnatural, spider-like grace, each jerky motion causing us to back up. Tenebris’s form shifted and undulated, a dark mass that seemed to absorb the very light around it.

      While I stared into the void, I realized with horror that Tenebris had no discernible features. No eyes, no nose, just a wide, gaping maw filled with jagged, razor-sharp teeth. The stench of sulfur and decay emanated from that mouth, a foul odor that made my stomach churn and my eyes water.

      The evil spirit’s presence was suffocating. Oppressive, as if the very air had turned to lead in my lungs. I could feel the icy tendrils of its power reaching out, probing, seeking to latch onto my deepest fears and darkest secrets. Tenebris hungered for my misery, yearned to feast upon my terror, and I knew that if I allowed it to take hold, I would be lost forever in its endless abyss.

      Tenebris hissed, then lunged at me with an otherworldly speed. Barely having time to react, my body moved on reflex as I dove to the side, narrowly avoiding the creature’s grasping, skeletal fingers. The air sizzled with dark energy as Tenebris whirled around, its movements a blur of shadow.

      Needing to do something and quickly, I summoned my magic, feeling the power surge through my veins like liquid fire. Unleashing a bolt of searing light, I aimed directly at the heart of the dark entity. The light pierced through its middle section, illuminating the front lawn in a blinding flash. Tenebris screeched, its form blinking and wavering as my magic seared its essence.

      The world exploded in a kaleidoscope of light and shadow, the two forces colliding in a cataclysmic burst of power. I was thrown backwards, my body slamming against the lone tree in the yard with a sickening thud. Through the haze of pain and exhaustion, I saw Tenebris falter for a moment, then his form grew bigger and stronger.

      Shit!

      Obviously, this creature was far from defeated. It lashed out with tendrils of pure shadow, seeking to ensnare me in its grasp. I leapt and weaved, evading each deadly strike by mere inches.

      I couldn’t keep this up forever. Tenebris was relentless. I needed to find a weakness, a chink in its armor.

      With a desperate cry, I summoned the last of my strength and magic. My hands moved, tracing symbols in the air, my voice steady despite the pounding of my heart. “Lumina virtus!”

      With a flick of my wrist, I summoned a surge of power that blazed in my fingertips. It rushed forward, lashing out at the dark entity with a blinding flash of light.

      Tenebris retaliated. Shadows twisted and looped around my limbs, threatening to choke me.

      Agatha’s essence blended with mine to help me strengthen my own magic. I called upon the elements surrounding me. Fire frolicked in my palms as I released an inferno upon Tenebris, who shrieked from the scorching flames.

      The rain poured down upon us like tears from the heavens, and I mustered every ounce of power within me for one final assault. My voice echoed through the commotion as I channeled my magic.

      Light erupted from my fingertips, streaking toward Tenebris like a comet. It struck him, eliciting a roar of anger rather than pain. Fear lanced through me, but Agatha joined in to help me, her incantations adding to the assault, ribbons of mystical energy weaving through the air.

      “Keep going, Sage!” Agatha shouted over the howl of the wind around us. “Your magic is strong!”

      I nodded, focusing on the raw power coursing through me. “Tenebris,” I said firmly, feeling the name vibrate with power, “you will not harm this town!”

      Sweat beaded my forehead and trickled down my neck as I pushed back against the malevolent energy.

      “Take care, young witch,” Agatha warned. “Do not let it inside your mind.”

      “We’ve got to banish it!” I cried, my arms and legs shaking under the strain.

      “We do.” The black cat’s tail flicked sharply.

      “By the light that guides us, by the earth that grounds us,” I chanted, weaving new spells with every word, drawing upon the seventh-level magic that flowed in my veins.

      “By the spirits that watch over us,” Agatha continued, her own ancient magic resonating with mine. “We banish you!”

      With a loud, inhuman groan, Tenebris finally let go of me and retreated into the shadows, leaving behind the chill of its presence and my exhausted body. Agatha and I slumped against the porch railing, our breathing coming in ragged pulls, the strain of battle still tight in our muscles.

      I knew that this was far from over. Tenebris had tasted my power, glimpsed the depths of my resolve. It would be back, stronger and more determined than ever to claim my soul.

      “Did we—” I started, but the silence was broken by a low, guttural laugh that seemed to come from everywhere at once.

      Agatha shook her head. “No, he will return after he gathers his strength.”

      “Dammit,” I cursed, my entire body shaking from exertion until I finally fell onto my knees on the grass. “That was too close.”

      “Are you hurt?” I reached out and examined Agatha for injuries more severe than the scrapes I sported.

      “Nothing that won’t heal.” Agatha winced when she licked her paw. “You fought bravely today.”

      I tried to offer a smile, but it probably looked as tired as I felt. “Thanks.”

      “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      Let it go? Never.

      “Can’t afford to,” I said, gently touching her head. “More people could get hurt. Worse than us.”

      Agatha nodded “The High Witch will not be pleased, young witch.”

      At this point, I didn’t care. I was just happy to be alive. “I’ll worry about that later. First, we better go lie down. Then we need to try and find out who’s controlling the spirit.”

      I dragged myself to my feet once more, when headlights swept across the front lawn. Evie’s car pulled into the driveway, and she hopped out, oblivious to the sinister battle that had just happened in the yard.

      “Hey, Sage!” Evie said, her cheerful voice making me faintly smile. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Rough training session?”

      I grimaced, pain slashing through my back. “Actually, Evie, we were attacked by an evil spirit.”

      “Attacked? What do you mean?” Worry creased her forehead, and she stepped closer.

      “It’s a long story, but there’s a dangerous entity in town. We’re trying to stop it.”

      “Wow, that’s intense. And here I was, coming to invite you to a party on Friday.”

      Really? “A party?”

      “Yeah, it’ll be fun. You should come, take your mind off all this…whatever it is.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know, Evie. It might not be safe with Tenebris in town.”

      Evie raised an eyebrow. “Tenebris? Sounds like some ancient demonic shit. Come on, Sage. You can’t let fear control your life. Besides, we’re witches. We can handle anything.”

      I sighed, running a hand through my tangled hair. Evie had a point, but the memory of Tenebris’s twisted form made shudder.

      “I don’t know. It’s not just me. If something happened to you or anyone else because of this thing…”

      “Hey, I get it. You’re trying to be responsible. But you gotta live a little too, you know?” She nudged my shoulder. “Plus, Brad will be there. Don’t you want to see him?”

      The mention of Brad made my heart do a little flip. Perhaps Evie was right. One night of normalcy couldn’t hurt.

      “All right, fine. I’ll think about it,” I relented, managing a wider smile. “But if anything weird starts happening at the party, we’re out of there. Okay?”

      “Sure.” Evie grinned, her expression radiant. “Now, let’s talk about what you’re going to wear. You need something that says, ‘I’m a badass witch who knows how to have a good time.’”

      I laughed, shaking my head. Leave it to Evie to prioritize fashion in the face of impending doom. Her enthusiasm was a balm for me, so I let myself forget about the looming threat and focused on the prospect of a night out with friends.
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