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For the readers who are too old to get called up to a magical school but know that they have magic within just waiting to be let out, given the chance.

And … for the readers who want that magical school to have more sexual tension than a pair of giants making googly eyes at each other, but less gratuitous scenes than an Only Fans account. Neverthorn is more of a balance between those two.

Like a fine wine, ready to be chugged at the end of a never-ending day.
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I was just yards away from laying my hands on the crème de la crème of gemstones when I smelled trouble. Literally. The stench of rotten eggs that had me scrambling for cover in the tiny apartment. The foul odor was the hallmark of a particularly shady binding spell. It was cast by a half-assed Dwimmer who probably thought I was too dumb to know the difference between magic and a leaky stove.

Fool.

Moving slowly through the third-story apartment that was most certainly not my own, I kept low to the ground, flicking my fingers around my body, concealing myself in shadows.

Was this the right way of casting this particular spell?

No.

Effective as hell?

You bet.

As long as my luck held, and the spell didn’t fizzle out on me.

Untraceable, too, which was rather handy seeing as it wasn’t on the Thaumaturgy Senate’s list of ‘acceptable’ spells.

Creeping along on my belly, I tucked myself under the ruffled bottom edge of a flowered couch cover that must have been manufactured in the seventies. Then I held my breath. This turned out to be a smart move, as I met the empty gaze of a leathery, mummified rat that had all but melded into the floorboards, right under my nose. I turned my head and grimaced, watching for feet to pass by the couch, wondering who the hell they might belong to.

The old witch who currently lived in this apartment was well known in magical circles as a collector with an odd way of living. Unlike most witches, who tended to settle in areas surrounded by our own – Salem, Asheville, or Triora, Italy – she moved around a lot, certain that someone was after her trash heap of ‘treasures.’ She took garbage bags full of junk with her everywhere she went, and regularly burned her homes down – insisting it was the only way to cleanse herself of the spirits that followed her.

Agatha Daisy Faganello was, in short, a weirdo among weirdos.

I had followed her here to Rio de Janeiro and had been casing her apartment for the last month, hoping to find the perfect time to slip in, nab what I came for, and get out. Keeping track of all her movements and habits, taking note of the wards she meticulously placed to protect her treasures before she left every night to collect more junk.

I felt like I knew her.

So, I wasn’t totally surprised when the shoes that finally came into view weren’t the fuzzy bunny slippers Aggie preferred. Nope, scuffed black boots that had to be size twelve or bigger were closing in on the couch.

A crackle of static from a short-wave walkie-talkie burst through the air, then a click of a button.

‘No, boss, she isn’t here.’

Native English speakers, and American, like me.

I ignored the little flutter in my chest as the boots went by again. Maybe some holier-than-thou Runecoat hoping to bust Aggie for practicing unsanctioned magic or some bullshit like that?

‘The binding spell brushed up against someone, then … nothing. She must have left already,’ Boots continued.

A second voice, male, a bit raspy, came through the walkie-talkie, and it tickled something at the very edge of my memory. Familiar but … not.

‘She didn’t fucking vanish into thin air; she doesn’t have the skill. Find her.’

‘Yes, boss.’ Another click of the walkie-talkie as the static went silent. ‘Bastard wizard thinks his shit don’t stink,’ he muttered under his breath.

As he made his way around the room, I slid further under the couch, past the rat, stopping at the pile of crumpled-up papers, with a stash of kindling and a packet of matches perched on top.

Aggie at her finest, prepped to burn and run. I settled next to the kindling and held still, straining to hear every movement.

My mind ticked through the possibilities. So, if Boots was a Runecoat, then who was the wizard? Or were the men not magical law enforcement at all. Maybe they were here for the same reason I was?

The Unicorn Diamond was a sweet little piece. Shaped like the eye of a unicorn, it looked purple but gave off every color of the rainbow when held to the light. Legend had it, the gem bestowed luck on its owner. So, while it was worth a cool million plus due to rarity and carat weight, it would command triple that from the right buyer, like the high-stakes poker player who had hired me.

I knew a few things about magical items, but there was magic, and then there were fairy tales.

One you read before bed for shits and giggles. The other could get you killed.

I scrunched up my face as the dust under the couch tickled at my nose.

Breath caught in my suddenly tight chest and my vision began to blur. Pulse pounding, I forced myself to focus on the items I could see and mentally cataloged them.

Dead rat.

Dust bunny.

Pen cap.

The black, scuffed boots came to a stop as the intruder sat down on the couch, the springs poking into my back, pinning me face down to the floor. Sweat slid down the sides of my face as my vision began to flicker, specks of light threatening to pull me under.

Keep it together, Harlow. You can do it. Slow breaths, in through your nose –

‘Boss, she isn’t here. I’ve checked everywhere, and the binding spell isn’t latching onto anyone.’

‘She’s there. We watched her go in five minutes ago, Brick,’ the other man said with a heavy sigh. ‘Check all the rooms, the closets, anywhere she could hide.’

Again, that voice tugged at some long-buried memory, and they distracted me for a moment. Long enough to focus on the words being spoken.

They weren’t after Aggie or the diamond.

They were after me.

Harlow Chandramallika Daygon. Neverthorn Academy dropout in the magical Dwimmer world at sixteen, black market valuables purveyor in the Unlit human world at twenty-nine. Sure, I was an amazing thief out here among the Dims – humans, that is. One of the best. But my work didn’t exactly mark me as worthy of attention from magical types unless said attention came with a heavy dose of scorn.

So then, why were they after me?

The question made breathing impossible, and my upper lip broke out in beads of sweat. I had a minute, two tops, before all Carol-the-human-therapist’s coping tools went straight out the window and I fully lost my shit.

‘I’ve already been through the whole place …’ Brick whined, breaking the ominous silence.

‘Look again!’

‘Roger that.’ A short pause, followed by a muttered, ‘Asshole.’

‘I can still hear you, Brick.’

‘Sorry, boss.’

He didn’t sound sorry at all.

‘Bring Ms. Daygon in, or don’t bother coming back out.’

Brick stood, easing the springs off my back. I forced myself to stay still until his footsteps faded down the hall before sucking in a gulp of air. Then, I scuttled out from under the couch and swiped a hand over my clammy face.

I had to move fast. From what they’d said, it sounded like there were more men watching the building, and I needed to buy myself some time before they were called in.

Thieving 101: Distractions work wonders.

Grabbing the pile of kindling, some of the crumpled paper, and the matches, I crouched next to the velvet-covered couch and set my fire starters on the cushion. I didn’t dare use a spell until I had to, in case they could trace it.

Striking a match, I lit the crumpled paper and used a single piece of kindling to poke at it, burning the tip to a quick char.

Ears tuned for Brick’s footsteps, I flipped the raggedy crocheted blanket lying across the back of the sofa over the burning pile of wood. Then, I slid back along the linoleum floor. The crackle of flames was barely audible at first, but with the tinder-dry couch, it wouldn’t take long to catch.

Gripping the last piece of kindling, I scooted into the kitchen and pressed my back to the small island.

There was no way I’d be able to get the Unicorn Diamond out now. I frowned and glanced up at the peeling paint on the ceiling.

Unless …

Smoke was filling the room rapidly, filtering through the apartment.

‘Ah shit,’ Brick snarled at the fire, stumbling into view. He had his back to me as he used a spell to put the fire out, his focus entirely on the flames.

Moving light and silent, I leapt over the island onto his back, snaking my arm around his neck, and clamping down as fast and hard as I could.

‘Lights out, big guy,’ I whispered into his ear.

He only got out one grunt before he went to his knees, buckling under the speed at which I’d cut off the blood to his head. I held him until he was flat on the ground, then dropped him.

I’d have three to four minutes before he came around.

Which meant it was now or never.

‘Brick, why is there smoke coming out the window?’

The question crackled over the walkie-talkie. I grabbed it up and, adjusting my voice as low as I could, I hit the button on the side and said, ‘Looks like Agatha set a booby-trap.’

‘Find Harlow; we’re running out of time. The Runecoats will be here soon.’

So, these guys aren’t the magical version of the FBI after all. Who the hell were they?

A new and inexplicable dread spread through me. Still gripping the last piece of kindling as if it were a weapon, I sprinted to the back bedroom where Agatha spent most of her time.

Should I have aborted my mission and just bolted out of there? Probably. But I wasn’t leaving without the Unicorn Diamond now that I was this close. The bounty on the purple gem would pay for a house in a safe neighborhood and finally let me turn my temporary shelter for teen runaways into a proper one, with actual beds to sleep on instead of used couches with springs poking through. Better yet, it would be like a real home for me and my sister, Opie.

When was the last time either of us had that?

I flipped the mattress on Aggie’s bed, feeling along the edges … and there it was. A tiny tear near where Agatha would lay her head, visible from the side window. Every night I’d seen her reach in and touch what I hoped would be tucked inside.

I stuffed my hand in and pulled out a black velvet pouch. A groan from the other room told me my time was up.

Using my forefinger and thumb, I made a swift pinching motion – my own spell, thank you very much, and again, untraceable – shrinking the velvet pouch and whatever was in it to the size of a marble before repeating the maneuver with my last piece of kindling. Who knew when I might need to light another fire?

When I was done, I tucked them into the pocket I had sewn into the inside collar of my jacket.

Another groan, static off the walkie-talkie. ‘She got the drop on me. She’s gone.’

No time to waste, I went straight for the window, slid out and climbed up, using the handholds I’d set into the stone the night before. Once on top of the building, I pulled my phone from my back pocket and hit redial.

‘Josh, I’m out. I have it.’

‘Good job!’ my getaway driver and partner in crime said with a laugh of relief. ‘Milkshakes on me.’

Just the thought of ice cream blended with strawberries, covered in thick whipped cream, made me feel a little better. I sprinted across the rooftop, the glitter of the night and the hum of the city spilling upward. ‘I’ve got a tail, so meet me at the back-up site.’

‘You got it. See you in five.’ There was a hum from the engine of his bike, and then the line went dead.

Five minutes.

A crackle of energy spun me around and suddenly four cloaked figures stood on the building in front of me, each with their right hand extended in the classically trained dueling stance. They were prepping to cast Hecate knew how many spells at once.

‘I wish I could stay, but I’ve got people to see and all …’ With a grin, I leapt from the edge of the roof, spinning in mid-air so I could face them as I fell, both middle fingers extended.

Later suckers.

‘She jumped, she jumped!’

Before I hit the ground, I wove a quick spell of air, cushioning my fall, praying it wouldn’t fail me. My luck held – thank you, Unicorn Diamond.

I landed on the balls of my feet and was moving before the men on the roof had even taken a step in my direction. Of course, I should have wondered why it had been so easy to get away.

Four more figures were waiting for me on the ground and began flinging binding spells my way the second I rounded the corner. I dodged left, then right, but my feet flew out from under me as I felt a telltale slap at my ankles. A second later, I face-planted into the sidewalk.

So much for Unicorn Diamond luck.
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Stars exploded behind my eyelids but there was no time to assess the damage. I sat up, fingers flicking as I frantically traced an escape rune into the air, freeing my ankles. Then I rolled to my feet just as another round of spells smashed into the building next to my head, shattering the brick and sending me spinning away. I took a narrow alley that ended in a fence and split the wire with a quick spell and the slash of my hand.

My clothes tore on the edges of the chain link, and my forehead throbbed even as blood stung my eyes, but none of that slowed me. Ahead, there was a crowd of people drinking, singing, and dancing along the street.

The perfect second diversion.

Thieving 102: Lose yourself in the crowd.

I dove into the melee, snagged a colorful shawl and used it to swipe the blood from my wound before wrapping it around my shoulders. Then, I whipped off a quick illusion rune to change the appearance of my hair to a chocolatey brown instead of its usual, almost white blonde. I forced my feet to dance along with the music, weaving between the other dancers, spinning and turning, trying to see if I was still being followed.

My phone rang and I picked it up.

‘Josh?’

‘I’ve got two cars on my tail now too, black SUVs like cops or something. I can’t get to our second pickup. What do you want me to do?’ There was more than a note of panic in his voice. He didn’t do well under pressure.

Ice slid down my spine. ‘Keep moving and just try to get there, okay?’

‘I hope you’ve got some sort of magic up your sleeve, because this ain’t looking good,’ he said over the roar of his bike.

Yeah, so Josh was a Dim. Human. No magic for him. In fact, he didn’t know witches and wizards existed at all, never mind that I was one. Dims tended to lose sight of their moral compass when faced with the possibilities of what magic could do for them. Hell, even us Dwimmers struggled with that temptation …

I knew every time I used a bastardized rune instead of just relying on my wits and stealth to do a job, I was taking a risk of being found and punished by the Senate for performing unsanctioned magic. But I’d gotten so good at shielding it. And, as terrified as I was at the thought of being magically shackled by them, I had mouths to feed. And I was sick and tired of piecing together small scores just to keep a roof over our heads. The quickest way to financial security for me and mine was through magic.

A fact I was sorely regretting now. I had to find a way to Josh; from there we would be in the clear.

I tapped my upper lip as I considered my options. ‘Try to shake them. I’ll keep circling back to the spot if I can. Either way, call me back in ten minutes. And stay safe,’ I added. ‘I want that milkshake later.’

I hung up first, tucking my cell away. This was bad. They were damned persistent, whoever they were, coming all the way from the States to find me. And with two cars following Josh and all the men on my tail, there were a lot of them. Surely more than would be warranted for a few bits and bobs of non-violent, unsanctioned magic?

Most concerning of all, though? I’d spent the thirteen years since I’d left Neverthorn blazing my own way, modifying traditional rune spells into my own shorthand version. While I did my best to save them for the direst of situations, as far as I knew, the ones I did use had been undetectable. Which begged the question …

How in Hecate’s name had they found me?

There had to be at least one powerhouse Dwimmer behind this. A witch or wizard strong enough to sense even the tiniest sizzle of magic in the air. Smart enough to realize that there was more than one way to throw a rune.

But who?

Still moving with the crowd, I let the momentum take me all the way down to the market square and waved at strangers, who drunkenly waved back. I swayed and stumbled as I slipped away from the crowd and let myself into the first door that I found unlocked.

I didn’t dare use my magic to change anything else about my appearance. It had been risky enough changing my hair color. Good thing I was prepared.

Pulling off my jacket, revealing a dark tank top underneath, I transferred my loot into the small pocket I had sewn into my bra. Girls love hidden pockets.

I tossed the jacket on the ground. Tearing the shawl into strips, I shimmied out of my pants and wrapped my hips in the bright material.

Knee-high boots, bright skirt, dark tank top. Making my way through the dim room, I found an empty vodka bottle and grabbed hold of it.

I let myself out, walking with a slight wobble, while I scanned the streets.

The first person I saw?

Frigging Brick.

He was not cloaked like the others, and I watched him do a slow turn of the courtyard we were in. ‘Anything?’

He clicked his walkie-talkie, his eyes skimming past me. ‘Nothing, boss.’

I couldn’t resist pushing my luck, and bumped him as I stumbled past, and he scowled down at me.

‘Get out of here, lady.’ He shooed at me with his hands, and his magic pushed me back a few feet. I let the shove of magic hurry me along and smiled.

A kernel of hope blooming in my chest, I made my way to the pickup site, trying to keep my pace slow and easy.

The bus stop across from my meeting point was full of revelers headed home, the bench packed with drooping bodies, the smell of vomit and alcohol covering anything else.

The rumble of a familiar bike engine on the far side of the park called to me, and I started across the street, headed in that direction. Josh was the best getaway driver I’d known and meeting him had been a tidy bit of luck. It didn’t hurt that he liked to bring me milkshakes and did whatever I told him to when it came to planning a heist.

I mean, for a Dim, that made him a slam dunk in my book.

I touched my fingers to the side of my bra where the Unicorn Diamond was tucked into my hidden pocket. ‘Maybe you are lucky after all.’

Picking up my pace, I broke into a jog, a grin tugging at my lips.

Of course, that grin dropped a split second later as a body slammed into me, taking me to the ground with such force it knocked the wind out of me.

‘Get off me,’ I growled, then twisted and delivered an open-handed blow to my assailant’s throat, crushing his windpipe. With a gurgle, he let me go. I was about to take off again, but I was hit with a full body binder from an unseen attacker that wrapped around me within a split second and cut my fury short, stealing my breath.

It felt as though a snake had slithered up and around my legs, pinning them together, then around my arms so that I stood like a soldier at attention. There were very few Dwimmers who could cast a spell that powerful, that complex, that fast.

I scanned the area in a panic and caught sight of Josh in my periphery. He was standing beside his bike twenty yards away, motionless, his jaw hanging open.

‘Josh!’ I screamed his name. But as three more figures advanced on me, I knew it was a lost cause. He must’ve known it too, because his eyes popped wide. Then he shook his head, leapt back on his bike, and gunned it.

Chickenshit.

‘Give it up. It’s done.’

There it was again. That damned voice.

He was behind me, and I couldn’t turn to look, my head and neck locked in place.

‘Look, you can have the diamond,’ I began. ‘I was just picking it up for a friend but –’

‘There is no diamond.’ He was close enough that I could smell him now. Leather and crisp air and dark magic, laced with wood smoke from a crackling fire, warm and tantalizing. The smell took me back to being sixteen in a blink, and then the person it was attached to stepped into my line of sight, obliterating all else.

He was a massive wall of a man, easily topping 6’5”, with shoulders so broad they blocked out the moon. He’d filled out since I’d seen him all those years ago. I managed to zero in on his face and blinked. Deep-green eyes capped off with dark, slashing brows, the right one bisected by a scar that went from forehead to chin. I swayed in place, dizzy with shock as the other figures around me, including the guy I’d karate-chopped in the throat, seemed to melt away.

‘Typhon Moreno?’

It wasn’t really a question. Despite the added scar, the black hair that was now kissed at the temples with a premature hint of gray, and the face that had matured by more than a decade, Typhon Moreno wasn’t a guy you forgot. Even now, the rib positioned directly over my heart throbbed with pain of the past.

Don’t fall down that rabbit-hole again, dummy.

His gaze held mine as he tipped his head. ‘It’s Doyen Moreno now.’

One of my former peers from Neverthorn Academy a few years above me, Typhon, had been the only student plucked straight from graduation and set onto the path of professorship without ever leaving. He’d always been chilly and standoffish toward everyone, but once he’d started his training, he’d really cranked it up. In fact, he’d been instrumental in me leaving when he’d aimed his dislike directly at me, though I was never totally sure why.

Judging by the scowl on his face, nothing had changed.

His eyes drifted over my face. ‘We’ve been looking for you for quite a while now. I was sent to … present you with a choice, Ms. Daygon,’ he said. A movement on each side of him told me we were being flanked, and Brick came up behind him.

‘What kind of choice? I mean, let’s be honest. You have me all bound up in your magic, so my choices are pretty limited at the moment.’

He didn’t so much as move, but I could feel the menace rolling off him, pressing on me. ‘Harlow Daygon. You can come to Neverthorn of your own accord, or –’

‘I’ll take option number two,’ I said without hesitation. It didn’t matter what it was, there was no chance I was going back to Neverthorn for any reason. Not only was the place outright dangerous, being there would open the floodgates to so much trauma I wanted to forget. Just the thought of reliving it had me breaking out in a cold sweat despite the warmth of the night.

‘Or,’ he continued, his gaze growing impossibly colder, ‘you can go back to your empty motel room over on Avenida Rio Branco.’

I cocked my head and stared at him, panic rising in my chest. ‘W-why would my room be empty?’

‘Because we have Ophelia. We picked her up a few hours ago, right after you left.’

My stomach dropped and it took a second to manage a tight smile and meet his gaze again. The second I let him see my terror, any shot at negotiating with him was out the window.

Damn it. I’d been so careful, for so long. But after a life on the run, I’d clearly gotten sloppy of late. And now Opie was paying the price.

A wave of sick rolled through me, and I had to swallow it back.

‘Joke’s on you,’ I finally managed through numb lips. ‘Do you have any idea how much that girl eats? Besides, we both know how much you love a chatterbox. She’ll have you begging me to take her back inside a week.’ I let out a laugh that sounded shriller than I’d intended, and Typhon cocked his head. He held out his hand and Brick set a folder into his palm. Typhon flipped it open and started reading.

‘Ophelia Rose Baumgarten. Youngest daughter of Hecketa and Svenson Baumgarten. An illustrious family that goes back centuries and has produced some of the most accomplished Dwimmers in recorded history.’ He looked up over the papers at me. ‘They chose to cast little Ophelia aside without even sending her for schooling when they realized she would never be a great witch and possessed no Quirk to make her special.’

My chest tightened, but I couldn’t find the words to deny what he was saying. Typhon handed the papers back to Brick. ‘You should’ve seen her face earlier tonight when she learned that Tarquinius himself, Sage of Neverthorn Academy and the professor who trained her father, had sent for her. She wanted to make sure it was okay with you before she packed her bag, but once we were able to stage a phone call with “you” thanks to a truly excellent Mimic, she jumped right in the car.’

Bastards.

When I’d come across Opie on the streets three years ago, she’d been a skinny ten-year-old kid in desperate need of a kind word and a good meal. And unlike all the other kids – Dims and Dwimmers alike – who had passed through my little apartment for a hand up, she’d wound up staying. She thought of me as her big sister now, which was a serious upgrade, because her actual big sister was a piece of shit, just like her parents. The Baumgarten family could be as illustrious and wealthy as they wanted to be, but at the end of the day, they were ruthless elitists who mated solely based on bloodlines in an effort to build the perfect magical specimen with a rare and coveted Quirk – a singular magical trait that would set them apart from the rest.

Like horse breeders, only, you know, for people.

And they had over two centuries of Quirks to their credit. There was Opie’s first cousin Malena, the only Switch known in Dwimmer history who could change her outward appearance to match someone else’s so completely that their own mother wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. There was her great-grandmother Prudence, one of only three known Creators ever born. The woman could literally defy the laws of physics and make matter from … well, nothing. There was her second Cousin Anya, who could see the immediate future, making her the best fighter ever born until she was poisoned by her own sister, and, most recently, there was Ophelia’s own sister, Nilda, who could fly.

Then there was Opie.

She’d told me her story haltingly, in a broken voice. When they realized she was struggling to learn even the most basic spellcasting at home, they hadn’t waited to see if she had a Quirk … hadn’t given her a chance to go to Neverthorn and learn. In their eyes, she was a pox on the Baumgarten name, so they cut her off, like a rotten limb. Removed her from the family tree.

I still hadn’t thought up a punishment harsh enough for those people yet, but when I did, I’d be the one doling it out.

I mentally added both Typhon and his boss, Sage Tarquinius, to the list of people I owed an ass-kicking on Opie’s behalf as I held his gaze. Because I knew something they didn’t.

Opie didn’t just not have a Quirk – she had no magic at all. Being told she did, and then finding out she didn’t? It would shatter her. Did they know that she had zero magic? Had her family told on her to the school?

‘We know,’ Typhon said, as if reading my mind. ‘She has no magic.’

‘Why?’ I asked, shaking my head. ‘What could possibly be so important to set her up to hope and believe in something we know isn’t ever going to happen? I’m not worth it, Typhon. There is no reason to want me back.’

His eyes hardened. ‘Once you agree to the terms, I can brief you on the basics. At the school, Tarquinius will fill you in on any more information as needed.’

I tried to let that digest, but his non-answer only gave me heartburn.

‘So, what’s the play here? As long as I go with you, you guys are going to pretend to teach her magic and treat her well? Is that right?’

He inclined his head, his lips tight.

‘And what assurances do I have that she won’t get hurt? I’ve been there, Typhon. You can’t bullshit me. Kids were encouraged to test out their own poorly mixed potions, pressured to attempt complex runes that backfired on them, asked to take on too much too soon … and that was years ago. You can’t for one hot second make me believe it’s better now. It’s going to be worse than ever – especially for Opie.’

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘Not for Opie. If you come, we will keep her safe. You have my word on that.’

I resisted the urge to tell him exactly how little his word meant to me. ‘And if I don’t?’

‘Then she’ll be there all alone, wondering why you refused to join her as you promised in your call with her. Wondering how to navigate this new life without any guidance from someone who has been in her shoes … out of their depth, in a strange new place, not fitting in.’ He lifted one broad shoulder as if it didn’t matter to him either way. ‘Eventually, assuming nothing truly awful befalls her, I imagine she’ll get kicked out for having no magic at all and come home a broken shell of the girl she used to be. Only you won’t be here to comfort her. You’ll be busy serving a sentence for breaking a multitude of laws and she’ll wonder why she’s been abandoned, yet again.’

He could’ve used a sledgehammer instead of a razor.

‘Is she still nearby? Let me talk to her.’

‘That won’t be necessary –’

‘Let me talk to her right now, or we are done here. You can have me taken by the Runecoats or whatever you need to do, but I won’t come to Neverthorn.’

It was a risky play, because in order for him to believe it, I had to mean it. And I did. But something told me that, for whatever reason, him returning to Neverthorn without me in tow wasn’t an option – not if they’d sent him all the way to South America to find me. Not based on the way he’d spoken to Brick through the walkie-talkie.

So here we were, horns locked. Now to see who flinched first.

He stared me down long enough that I had to resist the urge to squirm, but then he let out a low growl. ‘I’ll need to mend the cut on your head. You’re bleeding and she’ll wonder why.’

‘Fine.’

He rubbed his fingertips together and stepped closer, forcing me to crane my neck or have my face buried in his barrel-sized chest.

‘Can you hurry up? You’re suffocating me.’ I winced as the mending rune began to knit my skin back together.

‘You smell like vodka,’ he growled. ‘Are you drunk?’

His magic sank into my skin, tingling as the wound closed.

‘I wish,’ I muttered.

The second the cut was healed, he stepped back, tugged a walkie-talkie from his pocket and held it to his mouth.

‘Bring the girl.’

He must’ve anticipated my demand because a sleek, black car pulled up less than two minutes later. Luckily, that was all the time I needed to plot my next move.

‘Don’t try anything stupid,’ Typhon muttered through clenched teeth as he reached for the back door. Before he could pull the handle, the door flew open, and a tiny copper-haired whirlwind tumbled out. Opie launched herself my way, nearly knocking the wind out of me.

‘I still can’t believe it, Lo-lo. Tarquinius sent for me! They think I’ve got potential! They think I might be the best Dwimmer in the whole Baumgarten family, but I’m just a late bloomer. Tarquinius’s letter said the best usually are, and it might take me another year or two, but …’

She pulled back and gazed up at me, her face lit with a joy I’d never seen.

‘This was the wish I made at my past three birthdays, and now it’s coming true. I guess I am magic after all, ha!’

I swallowed back the burning rush of bile, forcing a smile. ‘I guess so,’ I agreed with a nod. ‘That’s so cool.’

‘Yeah, and Doyen Typhon says that he thinks I’m going to fit right in. I know I’m still behind in my training; once I’m at Neverthorn I’ll catch up.’

I sucked in a breath and tugged her close to me again before bending low and pressing my lips to her ear.

‘I need you to trust me, Opie. Hold tight, and don’t let go.’

She would hate me for this. Maybe forever, but I had no choice. Better she hates me than go to Neverthorn and find out the truth.

I traced a rune in the air and instantly felt the wind rush and swirl around me, making me nearly sick with relief. I’d never dared even try a Spiriting spell before because I hadn’t figured out a way to make it untraceable, but I was desperate.

As I started to fade away, though, I realized my arms were empty.

‘Opie!’

‘She’s already signed her letter, Harlow.’

Fuck. Me.

Unless the school formally withdrew her admissions offer, she was bound by her acceptance. Opie had to go to Neverthorn.

But she doesn’t have to stay, I reminded myself, looking for some silver lining here.

I pulled back the Spiriting rune and once again held tight to the kid in my arms as I turned to Typhon in defeat.

‘Of course. I … just wanted to pop us home to pack some clothes before we left.’

Despite the despair and panic threatening to drag me under, I kept my tone light. We locked eyes and I willed him wordlessly to play along.

His gaze didn’t soften, but he didn’t call me out either.

‘She’s packed and her suitcases are in the car. One of my men will transport her to Neverthorn now while you and I get your things. We’ll meet them there later.’

So Neverthorn it was.

‘Perfect,’ I snapped, gritting my teeth so hard it was a wonder I didn’t chip a molar.

Opie gave me one last squeeze and beelined for the car.

‘See you soon, Lo-lo. It’s gonna be sooo awesome.’

‘Yeah. So awesome,’ I parroted. ‘See you there.’

The car door closed behind her and Typhon stepped toward me, close enough that the smell of leather off his coat swirled up my nose again. For the first time, I realized how different he looked. At nineteen, he’d been good-looking in a dark, brooding way that had all the girls swooning. At thirty-two years old, life had clearly given him lemons and he’d taken a hard pass on the whole lemonade thing. In fact, I was pretty sure his insides were even more scarred than his outsides.

I hated him then for how he’d treated me.

And I hated him now for what he was forcing me to do.

‘It was a necessary evil,’ he said, as if reading my thoughts once more.

‘Save it,’ I shot back, refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing just how shattered I was. ‘Let’s just get this shitshow on the road.’

He turned wordlessly and started walking. I trailed behind him, watching the car with Opie in it as it melted away into the night.

‘Try to keep up,’ he muttered over one broad shoulder.

‘Can you at least tell me what’s going on now? Seriously, Typhon … I haven’t seen you in over a decade. Are you even a doyen for real, or just some half-assed Runecoat wannabe doing Tarquinius’s bidding?’ Honestly, I just couldn’t imagine him being a teacher. He was such a dick.

He finally stopped and turned to face me, closing the space between us with a single step as he glowered down at me. ‘I am a doyen at the school. And as for what’s going on now, we are heading directly to Neverthorn. No need to actually go and pack your things. You can just grab what you need at the Nevershoppes when we pick up your uniform and books.’

My eyes popped wide. Either I’d misheard him, or I’d entered the ninth circle of hell.

‘Say what again, now?’

He let out a long-suffering sigh. ‘What is it that you aren’t understanding, Harlow?’

‘You think I’m re-enrolling at Neverthorn? I thought you just needed me there for like … a day or two!’ I let out a crack of laughter as I shook my head furiously. ‘Nope. No way. I said I would come to the school with you for Opie’s sake. I never said anything about attending.’

Besides, Neverthorn Academy wouldn’t allow someone my age back in … would they? Moreover, why the hell would they want me to attend?

‘Your class attendance is part of the deal. Take it or leave it,’ he said, producing an envelope from his coat pocket and holding it out. ‘Here is your admissions letter. Sign it.’

‘I need to know why,’ I growled, staring at the oh-so-familiar missive like it was coated in acid. ‘And I need to know now.’

Typhon’s mouth went flat and his eyes hardened. There was a dangerous edge to him that hadn’t been there before, when I’d been at Neverthorn the first time. How far could I push him?

‘Sign the papers.’

I crumpled them in my fist and held his eyes despite wanting to look away. ‘Tell me.’

He tapped his fingers against the paper and just slowly shook his head. ‘Because right now, you’re our only hope in saving the world.’

I was sure that I was hearing this wrong. That my ears were on vacation and had not just … that could not be right. He put his hand over mine and literally helped me sign the papers as I stood there, stunned.

Shock was too small a word. I’d thought I was in trouble for the spells I’d been using. That had been my best guess up to this point. But this? This couldn’t be right.

‘I’m sorry. What?’ The single word question came out like a bleat. ‘What? What? No, that can’t be …’

Typhon let go of my hand, my signature clear as day. ‘Heronius is … out of commission. He can no longer defend us against Nocta.’

Heronius Maximus – yes, his parents actually gave him that name – had been tasked with keeping Neverthorn and its European counterpart, Heathermoor, safe from Nocta.

Nocta’s end goal, as I’d understood it, was to break through the weave that separated the Dwimmer world and the Everdark – a place where dark magic thrived – allowing the Dwellers who lived there to come to our side and take over the realm.

For decades now, Heronius Maximus, along with Sage Tarquinius, and the Thaumaturgy Senate – the gatekeepers of magic – had managed to keep Nocta from completely destroying the weave. But without Heronius leading the charge …

‘W-what do you mean out of commission?’

‘I mean he can no longer do the job. And, according to Tarquinius, our fate may very well lie in your hands. Harlow … we believe you might be the key to stopping Nocta.’

My palms went slick with sweat and blood rushed to my ears. The evilest being in all of the Dwimmer world. Disrupter of spells. Destroyer of lives. General of his own damn army.

And it was on me to stop him?
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My brain buzzed like a nest of angry bees as I tromped through thigh-high brush in a heavily wooded forest.

It had been a dizzyingly long night. A private jet sent by the school picked us up in Brazil and flew us to Montreal, where Typhon had used a proper Spiriting rune to get us south to the St. Lawrence Seaway. Now, we were bushwhacking our way through the wilderness of the most remote of the Thousand Islands to get to the other side, where we would take a boat to our final destination: Neverthorn.

‘Uhhh, remind me again why you didn’t just Spirit us right to the water’s edge instead of into the middle of frigging Jurassic Park?’ I asked as I rushed to keep up, yet again. ‘I know you’re more than capable.’

Once I’d established there was no way of getting out of this mess, I’d had no choice but to go along with Typhon’s plan. He’d always been a strong wizard, even when we were teenagers. He’d improved over the years, and while my magic was pretty nifty if unconventional, there was something to be said for a guy who worked as an instructor teaching it. Magic wasn’t just his job – it was his whole life.

A life that now apparently included ruining mine.

One good thing; I was pretty sure my suffering would be brief as they’d quickly realize they’d got the wrong person. Brief but excruciating. The months I’d spent at Neverthorn Academy had been the worst of my life, and that was coming from an orphan who spent the latter half of her teen years basically homeless.

Typhon grunted and pushed aside a swath of ferns so big they could have fed a brontosaurus. His voice fell into a teacher’s drone. ‘A Spiriting spell can be used to transport ourselves from one Unlit location to another, but once we’re this close to Neverthorn, it’s illegal to use it, to keep people from just popping directly into the school. It’s a safety precaution. Do I need to also remind you that Unlit means human realm? Hecate’s ass, you should know all this stuff. What are you, thirty now?’

I let out a snort. ‘Not even close. I’m twenty-nine.’

He shot an unamused look over his shoulder and continued hacking his way through the forest like some sort of goth Indiana Jones. He seemed surprisingly comfortable, given the brush was so thick we couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of us.

‘Are there any poisonous spiders in these parts?’

‘Yes. And it’s venomous, not poisonous. Venom is injected, poison is ingested,’ he replied, continuing forward and letting a sapling branch snap back and hit me square in the chest.

Asshole.

‘I’ve been meaning to ask … my friend Josh is going to be wondering where I went. He’ll probably call 911 eventually. That would be sticky for you if the human police come looking for me.’

Josh most definitely wouldn’t. That was some Thieving 103 shit: Never call the cops.

Ever.

But as furious as I was with him for leaving me behind, I knew Josh. He’d come back and look for me once he’d put a plan together. He was what you might call a slow thinker.

‘I already sent him a text from your phone that you were okay but had to lay low for a while.’

‘There are kids who need –’

‘I also told him to shut down the apartment for the runaways. No one else will miss you.’

The thing was, Typhon wasn’t wrong. There had been no kids except Opie for several weeks. And other than Josh … there was no one else. A few silent minutes passed, and I shivered in the cool air, choosing to believe it was the air and not sadness that made me shiver. ‘Are we almost there?’

As soon as the words left my mouth, we stepped into a clearing. If I hadn’t been so focused on searching the trees for black widows in hiding, I’d have heard the rushing of water.

‘Hand me your pouch.’

‘What pouch?’ I wasn’t about to give up the goods that easy.

He reached out, his fingers brushing against my neck once more, and that light shiver intensified. He hooked the collar of my shirt and gave it a tug.

‘The one you hide your stuff in. I’ve been watching you while you were observing Agatha. Give me the pouch so I can check you for weapons. Now.’

Well, damn. He really had done his homework. I knocked his hand aside, then reached into the pocket sewn into my bra, tugging out the little bag in question. He waved his hand impatiently, and I tossed it to him.

‘How did you do that?’ he asked, frowning.

‘Do what?’

‘Make it so much smaller.’

Duh. I shrugged. ‘Magic.’

‘Obviously. Which you learned where?’ he pressed.

He wasn’t going to like my answer.

‘I created the rune for it myself. I call it “nicking notions.”’

The name was adorable if I did say so myself.

‘Have you been doing that the whole time since you left Neverthorn?’

‘Doing what?’

‘Creating your own runes.’

Something in his face told me that ‘yes’ was the wrong answer.

‘Not the whole time …’

‘If I’d known that, I’d have –’ A muscle ticked in Typhon’s jaw as he broke off and glared at me. ‘I told Tarquinius that this will never work. You have no discipline, and you leap before thinking it through. And creating your own runes … Do you understand how dangerous unsanctioned runes can be?’

He wasn’t wrong, I’d had a few spells go sideways, but for the most part I’d been successful. Really, the big clue was that I was still alive … ‘Seems like we’re on the same page here, Typhon. So why don’t you scoot across the river and grab Opie for me, then me and her can skedaddle,’ I said, jerking a thumb over my shoulder in the direction of the forest. ‘Just tell Tarquinius we got away or something. Surely you can make up a plausible story.’

‘You honestly think he’d believe I wasn’t able to catch you?’

This fucking guy … the ego on him surely hadn’t dimmed since I’d seen him last, despite the new scars.

‘I don’t know what you want from me!’ I snapped, coming to the end of my rope. ‘You’re no happier than I am about this, so let’s put our heads together and solve the problem. Oh! I know!’ I said, thrusting up a finger like the idea had just come to me. ‘You can let me and Opie go.’

‘With Heronius out of the picture, there are only a handful of Dwimmers with the potential to defeat Nocta, and we need all of your kind on deck. You’re coming to Neverthorn, so get used to it.’

‘“Your kind?” What the hell does that even mean?’ I bellowed, anger and fear leaving me feeling like I was in some sort of nightmare. That had to be it. This was just a bad dream. Some sort of anxiety-induced hallucination.

He didn’t answer my questions. Typhon just stood in front of me and traced an intricate pattern in the air as he held up my tiny bag, and it expanded back to its full size. He tugged out a jewelry box, flicking it open with his thumb.

‘This was her coin collection,’ Typhon said. Hers. Agatha’s. Damn it.

There was no diamond, unicorn or otherwise, inside. I’d been baited and set up from the start.

I leaned in to see a familiar set of gold coins gleaming up at me. Hecate’s symbol of the triple moon was pressed into one side. The other was the bust of a man with antlers. The Horned King. The two gods Dwimmers looked to, neither of whom could save me now.

There was no choice. I knew when I was done.

‘Let’s get this charade over with, then,’ I said with a heavy sigh as I trailed after him toward the roiling waters.

In the Unlit world, it still looked to be a part of the St. Lawrence Seaway. But once we tossed the coins in the air, it would become the Dwimmerfolk version of the River Styx. Or, as I liked to refer to it, Shit’s Creek.

I’d seen it during the day on my first trip to Neverthorn, and it was lovely. The crystal-clear water had looked like a pane of glass as technicolor fish swam and otters frolicked. The bottom was gilded in coins, it seemed like there were millions of them, and when the sun shone on them, it bathed the shores in a golden light. It was like something out of a Disney movie. But now, just before dawn, the churning water was a deep unfathomable black. Like it hid the darkest of secrets, the deadliest of sins … and probably a few bodies.

A sense of apprehension rolled over me, and I felt like that sixteen-year-old girl again, terrified to leave her mother. Wishing I could postpone school again, just one more year …

I shoved the thought away and sucked in a shaky breath as Typhon tossed the coins from my pouch high into the air. Before they could hit the water, a small, rickety rowboat appeared with a skeleton at the helm. His finger bones clacked together as he plucked the coins from the air and popped them into his empty eye sockets, both with the Horned King facing out.

Judging us.

I pitied the fool who tried to steal even one penny from the bottom of his river. I’d heard tales, none of which ended well for the would-be thieves. Even I wouldn’t take that job.

‘All aboard,’ the skeleton, Charon, called, his voice creaky and crackling.

Typhon headed to the river’s edge, not waiting to see if I followed, because he knew what I’d finally come to accept … for now. I belonged to those in charge at Neverthorn until I figured out what was happening and left with Opie.

‘’Sup, Bones,’ I said as I stepped gingerly onto the boat, wincing as it rocked. ‘Long time no … see.’ I motioned at his coin eyes.

Charon ignored me, and Typhon and I took our seats. There were only us two this time, as opposed to my last visit, when dozens of students of varying ages were transported at a time.

‘Where are the other students? The ones you said were like me … all full of potential,’ I asked, swallowing back a rush of bile as Charon slipped his pole into the water and we lurched into motion, the waves rolling us side to side and only very slowly forward.

‘They came yesterday. We wanted you all to start together, but by the time we located you and set up our … meeting, it was too late.’

Perfect. Not only was I a twenty-nine-year-old woman attending magic school with a bunch of thirteen- to nineteen-year-olds, but I was also the ‘new kid.’ Or ‘new old lady,’ to be more accurate.

I forced myself to ask the question I’d been avoiding for hours, even though I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to like the answer one bit.

‘So … what actually happened to Heronius, anyway?’

Typhon’s green eyes were hard as he stared me down. ‘Heronius is dead.’

My jaw dropped. I think I even spluttered. ‘What? That … that can’t be. He’s … Heronius. He can’t be dead.’

He gave a curt nod. ‘He can and he is. He was killed defending Heathermoor from an attack.’ His voice was low and steady, but there was something in his expression … Hurt? Anger? It was hard to tell. Especially since I was reeling at the news myself, despite knowing deep down all along that if they were bringing in me of all people, things were bad.

‘How?’

‘Tarquinius will debrief you all on that when he feels it’s time.’

Dead.

Heronius, the strongest wizard to ever graduate – outside of Nocta – had been killed and, as it stood, there was no one to step up to take his place. And for some reason, they thought I – arguably the worst wizard to ever darken the doors of the Academy – might be a good replacement?

Tarquinius and the Senate had lost their fucking minds. It was the only answer.

I gripped the sides of the boat and bent my head between my knees, fighting the urge to yack as terror took hold. Frantically, I searched for items to mentally ground me, and I rattled them off in my head.

Water.

Gold coins.

The school in the distance.

Typhon’s boots.

It wasn’t working.

I sucked in a wheezing breath and squeezed my eyes shut. Typhon Moreno, my sworn enemy, would now get to witness my greatest shame, worse even than not finishing my schooling.

A full-blown panic attack.

Suddenly, warmth shot through me like a flame, starting in my belly and spreading outward, leaving a trail of tingles like fingers across bare skin. The sensation was gone almost as quickly as it had come, and I looked up with blessed relief to find Typhon staring back at me, one inky brow arched.

I narrowed my eyes at him, heart rate spiking at the thought of his magic in me. True healing was an ultra-rare Quirk, but a quick fix like this wasn’t beyond a strong Dwimmer, which Typhon most definitely was.

I stood gingerly and retook my seat with my back to him, determined to ignore him the rest of the trip. My skin itched from his magic, and I fought not to rub at my arms and my chest. That spot where my rib had nearly pierced my heart all those years ago, when I’d been in school … to say it was still a sore spot was an understatement.

In short, I didn’t like how his magic made me feel even if he’d stopped me from rocking in a fetal position at the bottom of the boat.

Vulnerable. Like I was sixteen again, staring at him across the room as his rune slammed into me. I clenched my hands, until my fingernails dug into the wood of my seat, pushing the memories away.

Once we reached Neverthorn, I’d be mostly free of Typhon. There were loads of other doyens teaching at the school. Odds were, I’d only have to look at his miserable face once in a while after today.

Praise be to Hecate, let it be true.

Ten more minutes to sit here in silence and stew about what was to come …

I could suffer through just about anything for ten minutes.

‘Why did they call it Neverthorn, anyway?’ I blurted, approximately four minutes later.

Silence.

‘Is Mrs. Wickersham still working in the kitchens?’ I asked.

Long sigh.

‘She’s our head chef now.’

There it was. A sweet little silver lining.

The only, and I mean only, good part about attending Neverthorn had been the three meals a day plus snacks. The food was nothing short of amazing. The best of every type of cuisine, from every part of the globe. Buttery, shortcrust hand-pies nearly bursting at the seams with roasted meats and parsnips. Spiced chickpea curry with garlic naan to dunk. Fluffy pancakes dotted with toasted pecans, doused in warmed maple syrup. A full English roast with rich gravy, crispy roast potatoes, and Yorkshire puddings, all the handmade pasta you could eat with every kind of sauce imaginable … It almost made me forget the shame of being unable to read runes the way other kids could … for a little while.

There were nights – long after I’d left Neverthorn, and my mother died, before I’d bolstered my magic and loosened my morals and turned to thieving – that I’d have given my left pinky to eat the floor scraps from one of those meals. And Aida Wickersham was the genius behind the best of them; that she was still at the school … well, glory be to Mother Hecate.

I was so enthralled by my food fantasies that I lurched in surprise when the boat bumped shore again.

‘Off,’ Typhon said unnecessarily.

I didn’t wait for him. I made my way off the rickety boat and took a right toward the hulking towers that peaked above the thick forest. Best to just get this over with, like ripping off a bandage.

‘Stop,’ Typhon called, bringing me to a halt.

What now?

‘You missed orientation. You need to go to the Nevershoppes for supplies first.’

I closed my eyes and took a long breath. ‘Seems a waste when I’m quite sure they’ll realize their mistake before week’s end.’

‘One can hope,’ he said. ‘Until then, get your supplies.’

We locked eyes, but there was no point in arguing. Looked like I would be stuck with him for at least another hour.

Gods above and below, save me from this.

Five minutes later, we stood at the fountain that marked the entrance to the shops. Each of the squat little stores on the cobbled pathway could’ve been home to a hobbit. The structures were built from knotty pine, their stone chimneys cheerily puffed white smoke into the now early-morning sky. A few had moss-covered rooftops.

‘You guys still haven’t updated this place? I hope at least the student uniforms are a little trendier.’ I shot a pointed glance toward his long, black cloak. Underneath it he wore dark pants and a long-sleeved dark shirt, finished off by, you guessed it, a black belt and matte black buckle.

He rolled his eyes and shot a glance at his wristwatch – also black. ‘We have just over an hour until your first class starts.’

He strode ahead, his long-legged pace eating up the cobblestones beneath him.

I fell in behind. ‘I can’t help but wonder how you ended up being sent to wrangle me. Surely you didn’t volunteer …’

His harsh laugh sounded hella-rusty. ‘I drew the short straw,’ he said as he shoved the door to Neverthorn Uniform Shoppe open.

I let out a groan as I scanned the offerings. Still the same crisp white shirts with the monogrammed cuffs, traditional black neckties that would change color to match your house once selected, black pants for the boys and knee-length skirts for the girls.

‘You can’t be serious with the skirt. It’s the twenty-first century, for Hecate’s sake.’

‘You have the option to select pants if you prefer,’ a stiff voice interjected. I turned to find a dark-haired, sour-faced woman staring down her too-narrow nose at me from beneath a pair of bifocals.

She cocked her head and studied me for a long moment.

‘Wilhelmina Benjamin, shopkeeper,’ she said through pursed lips. ‘You must be Harlow Daygon. Your reputation precedes you. Let’s get you fitted, shall we?’

She swept to the back of the empty store, and I forced myself to follow her. Typhon trailed behind us as he again glanced impatiently at the door.

Wilhelmina gestured to a circular stand in the center of the back room.

‘Climb up so I can get your measurements.’

I stayed put. ‘I’ll save you the time. Thirty-six, twenty-three, thirty-five.’

She squinted hard at me and shook her head. ‘I think not, dear. You’re shaving a good two inches off that waist.’

I shot her a quelling glare. ‘That’s not my waist. That’s a food baby from the carbonara I ate on the plane. It will be gone by lunch.’

Hey, sue me. It was a lot of carbonara, and it was delicious …

Speaking of which, that was the last time I’d eaten, and I was starving.

The shopkeeper headed back out to the main floor, toward the racks, and began gathering various items.

‘Whoa. What the hell is that?’ I blurted as my gaze caught on something the shopkeeper had collected.

Wilhelmina followed my gaze and shrugged. ‘A satchel.’

I blinked and shook my head. ‘No. No, it most certainly is not. That, madam, is a fanny pack, and unless I’m playing the role of a sixty-year-old American dad on an Italian holiday in the annual school play, I will not be wearing one of those, thank you very much.’

Apparently, the apparel had not changed for the better – it had gotten worse.

‘Bag it all up.’ Typhon growled the words, anger radiating off him.

I turned back toward him. Those nostrils flaring, that little muscle near his steel-cut jaw ticking. The way his green eyes spat fire.

That’s what made other girls swoon. Not me.

Fuck that and fuck him.

‘Where to next?’ I snapped, reaching for the bag Wilhelmina held out.

Typhon stalked ahead of me, and I again had to jog to keep up as we exited the store. Again, I just couldn’t keep my mouth shut. I had to dig at him.

‘Weird … I remember what you did to me, but I’m not sure exactly what I did to you that made you hate me so much.’

I wanted to snatch the words back the second they were out. Apparently, sixteen-year-old me still hadn’t gotten over the intense feelings of rejection that came whenever I thought of Neverthorn in general, and those only increased tenfold when it came to Typhon.

He stopped short and turned to face me, his face a mask of impatience.

‘It’s not just you. It’s your type.’

‘Yeah, and what type is that?’ Another question I didn’t actually want answered, but I asked it anyway.

He stepped close enough that the tips of his boots touched my own, and I could almost feel the sparks shooting from his eyes as he towered over me. His magic radiated around him, cloaking him in shadows as his anger rose.

‘Selfish. Cavalier. That type. Your type. This is all a game to you, but for some of us, it’s everything.’ He shook his head, clearly disgusted. ‘The weave between worlds has been steadily thinning since Nocta’s been at large. For more than fifty years, it’s been held together with the magical equivalent of spit, glue, and elbow grease, but we’re at the end of it now. A great wizard and good friend is dead, and we’re one false move away from the whole thing unraveling.’ He stepped back and shot me a look so full of scorn, I barely suppressed a shiver. ‘So, no. I don’t fucking care if you feel like being here or not, Harlow. In fact, I don’t care about how you feel at all.’

That spot, right above my heart? It panged with such ferocity I could almost feel it as if the break was fresh and not thirteen years old.

What did I say to that? Nothing. Not a damn thing.

Without another word, he turned and made his way toward the bookshop.

For the next half hour, I stayed quiet as we gathered more supplies. It wasn’t even hard, for once. I wasn’t sure if I could’ve trusted my voice to speak even if I’d wanted to. Because as much as it was in my DNA to argue, to refute everything he’d said, he wasn’t all the way wrong.

I was selfish. I had to be, because nobody else but Opie cared about me. Not here, not back home. So, if I had to choose between saving the world and saving the two of us?

I was going to choose me and her every time.
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