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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Gone.

      The Dagger of Vitality, the only magical item that could lift the curse, was gone.

      How had this happened? How? A nightmare, this had to be another nightmare. I’d been so close to finally being free of the pain and the death sentence hanging over my head. Now, there was nothing.

      But that was a powerful artifact. Not much could’ve destroyed it. Had I done it somehow?

      “What just happened?” Nyala whispered. “I don’t understand.”

      “Why was it glowing like that?” Briar asked.

      “I’m not sure any of that was meant to happen,” Luke added.

      “It wasn’t,” I snapped, and flames flickered to life at my fingertips. They quickly coiled up my arms and laid over my shoulders. There was only one explanation for how tonight had gone from my salvation to letting me know how screwed I really was. “Erikson. That bitch.” The fire reared up at my words.

      “Jack?” Nyala took a step closer, but I pushed off the couch and stormed out of reach.

      My fire continued to grow and pulse around me in perfect sync with my heartbeat. The room vanished, and all I could see were walls of orange and red. She’d done it. Erikson had managed to take everything away from me, including the hope that I’d survive this curse. I was going to die, and Nyala would be forced to watch. Chance and Gabriel and Erikson would get to live on to carry out whatever nefarious plans they had. And I’d be dead and rotting in the ground right alongside my parents. What if those bastards didn’t stop there? What if they came after the newfound family I’d created?

      What if they came after Nyala, and I wasn’t here to protect her?

      I closed my hands into fists. A swell of heat rose inside me, ready to turn into an inferno that was going to burn out of control. If I only had so much time left, I had to leave Silent Heights. There was no waiting around for some miracle to save me.

      I’d use what time I had left and hunt Chance down.

      If I was going to die, I was taking him with me.

      The flames climbed higher while they swirled around me like a cyclone. The faintest flicker of blue appeared amongst the raging hues. A gentle touch of cold, as if snowflakes were falling on my face, pushed through the fire. The touch spread, feeling like hands holding my cheeks. It moved to my shoulders and held me close even as the fire threatened to consume everything in its path. Without looking, I sensed the cold touch turning into frost, felt the patterns forming over my skin and moving down my arms, covering my chest, and shifting to my back.

      Little by little, the fire calmed enough I could see through the flames. Standing right in front of me, her eyes the palest blue and reflecting icy patterns of their own, was Nyala. She raised her hand toward me and waited.

      With the fire still roaming over me, I took hold of that hand. I pulled her to me. The fire completely retreated once she was in my embrace. She hugged me hard, and the last of the flames turned to embers. They ignited the frost covering us, like watching a fire through a wall of ice.

      “We’ll find another way,” she said firmly. “We will.”

      I kissed the top of her head, amazed once again at how her optimism had no end.

      “Is this Erikson woman that powerful?” Briar asked once Nyala and I had turned around to face them all. “I mean, that dagger was old, right?”

      “It was, but Erikson has been collecting power for the last thirty or so years,” I told her. “She finds artifacts, and if they’re not useful to her, she drains the power that’s held inside of them, then keeps the items as trophies. She must’ve done that with the dagger.” The notion sounded crazy once I’d said it aloud. To destroy an artifact as ancient as the dagger would’ve taken an immense amount of magic. But who was to say she didn’t have that much at her disposal?

      “So, it was a trap then,” Zach muttered, distracting me from that train of thought.

      “If it was a trap, why didn’t Erikson set one that would’ve captured Jack?” Nyala asked. “Why let him escape?”

      “Because this was what she wanted.” I glared at the remains of the dagger lying on the floor by the couch. “She’s a cruel woman. She wanted me to think there was hope. She wanted me to believe I had a future. Then, she wanted it to be yanked away. She did this knowing it’d break me.”

      “But it didn’t,” Nyala argued. “It hasn’t.”

      “Nyala,” I murmured, softly kissing her lips. “There’s no other way to remove the curse. You’ve studied them as I have. Curses are complicated. Try to break one without knowing the intricacies of the magic used to cast it, and it’ll backfire. And this one that has me is old. It’s been around for centuries. There’s no record of the magic used to create it, only what it does and the one sure way to break it.” The pile of dust mocked me while I glowered at it. “We weren’t even a hundred percent certain the dagger would work. It was just a hope. And now that’s gone. There’s no other way,” I repeated.

      “Yes, there is,” she insisted, even as I shook my head. “We just haven’t found it yet.” She held my face and stared into my eyes. “I’m not giving up yet, so you don’t get to either.”

      “She’s right,” Briar said. “We haven’t heard back from most of the people we reached out to about the curse. There’s bound to be someone out there who has information on it.”

      Zach and his brothers were nodding right along with her. All I could think was how insane they were. This was the end of me. Why would none of them admit that?

      “You’re right,” I heard myself say, mostly because I knew it was the only thing that would let me walk out of this room. I let go of Nyala and stepped back. “I need a minute.”

      She didn’t argue, though I saw the struggle in her eyes to follow me in case I tried to do something stupid. I leaned in long enough to kiss her with the silent promise that I wasn’t leaving, then strode down the hall to the bedroom. Once I was shut inside and alone, I sank straight to my knees and let the fire flow.

      Angry tears turned to sparks and slipped down my cheeks. The despair I’d been holding back burst out of me in waves of red flames. They flooded the room, then curled back on themselves and crashed into me.

      How was I supposed to believe there was any sort of future for me now? How was I supposed to keep going on, knowing that soon enough, my days would come to an end? No potion would be able to hold back the curse forever. It didn’t matter what Nyala had said. Erikson had broken me. I’d failed to avenge my parents’ murders. I’d failed to stop Erikson and Gabriel from hurting any more innocents.

      I failed to save my brother, then failed to stop him when he became a traitor.

      Eventually, the flames settled and burned out. Shifting on the floor, I pressed my back to the wall. I pulled my knees up and let a single tiny flame dance from one hand to the other. My idea to hunt down Chance was a stupid one. I knew that. In the state I was in, I’d be lucky to get close, let alone have enough strength left in me to kill him.

      I kept my eyes on the tiny flame. It morphed into various shapes before settling on a songbird. Its wings fluttered, and it let out the softest of chirps. Mom had always loved creating birds with her fire. And Dad would make wind currents for them to zoom around the house on. The bird landed atop my knee, tilting its head as if studying me.

      “What are you looking at, huh?” I whispered. “I’m nothing but a dead man walking.”

      The bird chirped louder this time and flew off toward the ceiling. It spun around, then dove straight for my chest. The second it made contact, I could have sworn I heard Mom’s voice in my mind.

      You’re a Scott. You don’t get to give up. There’s a way. Find it.

      Warmth bloomed throughout my body, comforting and familiar. A subtle breeze ruffled my hair next. Dad. It shouldn’t have been possible, but somehow, they were here.

      And they were right.

      I was a Scott, and a Scott didn’t quit.

      Revenge on Chance would have to wait, but there was somewhere else I needed to be.

      Getting up off the floor, I went to the closet, pulled out my duffle bag, and started to pack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          Nyala

        

      

    

    
      The bedroom door closed with a thud that seemed far louder than it actually was.

      “Are you okay?” Briar asked.

      “No,” I admitted. “How can I be?” I’d gone from being furious at Jack for taking off as he had to find the dagger on his own. Then, I’d been elated that he’d returned in one piece and with the dagger in hand. To say my emotions were all over the place was a vast understatement. “What if this does him in? What if I can’t keep him from slipping?”

      “You just don’t let him give up,” Briar said. “And you don’t give up, either.”

      “What are we supposed to do now? That dagger was it.” As much as I hadn’t wanted to say it in front of Jack, a part of me knew he was right. Finding another way to break the curse was going to be nearly impossible. Even if we tried to break apart the magic that created it, that could take months, maybe even years.

      And Jack didn’t have those to spare.

      “Give us time.” Nick held up his hand at the look I gave him. “I know we don’t have much. But we’ll make sure he’s got a decent batch of potions to counteract the symptoms, and we’ll keep looking. We’ll reach out to a few more people. Something will turn up.”

      “And we’ll get our best minds on the job of trying to pick this curse apart. Maybe we’ll get lucky,” Luke added, and he sighed. “Though, we’ll have to be careful now with who we talk to. If Erikson knew Jack was coming for the blade, there’s a chance she’s got eyes on him. Probably had him being watched this whole time.”

      “That’s awesome,” I muttered.

      “Should they even go back to campus?” Briar asked.

      I hadn’t even thought of that. Would this General Erikson come for Jack at Academy? Did she already know that’s where he was? And if she’d had eyes on him this whole time, that meant she had to know about me by now, too. Was I in danger? Were the others since they’d been in contact with him? How far would this woman go to ensure Jack didn’t survive the curse?

      “Nyala?” Briar took hold of my frost-covered hand. “Hey, just breathe, okay? It’s going to be fine. You’re going to be fine.”

      I hadn’t even realized I’d been breathing so quickly. I forced myself to calm down before I did lose control. “Me? I’m not worried about me,” I said, and I meant it. I’d thought at first it was anxiety and fear creeping back in to take over. But that wasn’t what I felt rushing through me right then. It was anger. If Erikson was coming for Jack, I wasn’t going to simply stand aside and let her have him.

      I’d nearly let the cultists win even after they were dead.

      But I wasn’t going to be pushed into that darkness so easily this time. I wasn’t going to let fear get the better of me. I squeezed Briar’s hand, trying to convey that I wasn’t about to have a full mental breakdown. “I should take Jack somewhere he’ll be safe. Where we can keep a better eye on him.”

      “We have several safe houses,” Nick informed me. “Talk to him and let us know what you decide in the morning.”

      “Where are you two going?” Briar asked.

      “Take care of our to-do list,” Luke replied with a dark look in his eyes that didn’t bode well for someone tonight. Not for the first time, I was glad the Pierce brothers were on my side. “Take care of Jack. Call us in the morning.”

      “And someone will deliver a fresh batch of potions then, too.” Nick hugged me, followed by Luke. They exchanged a glance with Zach I couldn’t read, then they were out the door.

      “Do you want us to leave, too?” Briar asked.

      “No. You can stay. Take the other bedroom. Jack won’t care.” My gaze drifted over the living room and landed on the pile of dust that had once been the Dagger of Vitality. Why had I been such an idiot to believe it’d be that easy?
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