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      This book contains characters with the following medical conditions. The information included is meant to educate readers on disabilities featured within the College of Witchcraft series. 

      
        
        RHEUMATOID ARTHRITIS

      

      

      Rheumatoid Arthritis, or RA, occurs when the immune system mistakenly attacks the body’s own healthy tissue. RA commonly affects the joints, causing painful swelling, stiff joints, and fatigue, among other symptoms. RA can occur at any age.

      
        
        CROHN’S DISEASE

      

      

      Crohn’s Disease is a condition that causes chronic inflammation in the gastrointestinal tract. Symptoms may include fatigue, abdominal pain, severe diarrhea, and malnutrition. Symptom severity varies by patient.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          LUCAS

        

      

    

    
      Fighting for justice could be hell.

      The last three months had felt like an eternity—yet had passed in the blink of an eye. For three months, I’d been investigating nightshade within the Miriamic Coven. Three months, and I hadn’t found one damn answer. Three months, and I still hadn’t spoken to her.

      Three months…

      The words echoed in my mind as I strolled along the dark street, my hands shoved into the pockets of my hoodie. How had so much time passed by already? How had I failed to gather any answers?

      Something was going on with the coven’s magic—unexplained bouts of magical suppression. I’d dedicated the last three months to hunting down answers about Black Ivy—or nightshade, as it was called on the streets. It was a magical drug brewed by Alchemists, intended to boost magical powers. But as soon as you went off it, withdrawals set in, and your magic didn’t work quite the same. I suspected there was a connection. I just didn’t know what it was yet.

      It was my duty to find answers. I’d been the one to give up Nadine’s secret, to let it slip to the Imperium Council that she was a Curse Breaker. Now they wanted her to find the Oaken Wands, powerful relics created to restore Miriamic magic should it ever be stolen, though the wands themselves had been lost years ago. I had to help Nadine find out why this was happening in the first place—even if she wasn’t my girlfriend anymore.

      I stopped at the end of a long driveway and stared through the trees at the house beyond. The quarter moon cast the abandoned Gothic house in shadows. It was the end of August, and yet the night air sent a chill down my spine.

      The house always had a sense of loneliness about it, but it’d never felt abandoned—until now. It was Professor Daymond’s old residence. It had been empty since the night he was arrested for possession of nightshade. The whole place had been cleared out after everything went down, and it hadn’t sold yet. It didn’t matter how many times I’d scoured the property—there were no more answers here.

      I knew it, but I kept finding myself drawn back here. It was where Daymond had told me about the drugs, and where I’d found his notebook containing his drug contacts. But the book was long gone, as was everything else that ever belonged to the old man. The house was nothing more than a shell, a memory.

      I heard the sound of a car approaching. I turned as it slowed along the street. The passenger window rolled down, and Grant leaned across the middle console to call out to me. 

      “Lucas, I thought I might find you out here.” Grant sighed, before adding, “Why do you insist on torturing yourself?”

      “I’m not torturing myself,” I insisted. “I’m looking for clues.”

      Grant gestured toward the house. “You’ve been over this property a hundred times. There’s nothing left.”

      I walked up to his car and leaned my elbows on the open window. “I suppose you have a better idea?”

      Grant smirked, like he knew something I didn’t. “I do. Get in the car.”

      I had to admit, he had me intrigued. I opened the door and slid into the passenger seat.

      Grant stepped on the gas. “I don’t understand what you think you’re going to find out here.”

      I watched out the window as the house disappeared from view. “Something—anything. Daymond was the one lead I had, and now he’s dead.”

      It had happened the night following his confession. Daymond had been found dead in his jail cell. The official report called it a heart attack, but everyone knew what really killed him. He’d been cursed.

      There was no way to prove it. Curses that could kill were incredibly difficult to cast, which meant someone was fucking pissed at him. It was pretty obvious to anyone with a brain that it’d been someone within his drug circle, someone who didn’t want the information getting out and pointing back to them. When the Imperium Council caught the guy orchestrating this illegal trade, there would be hell to pay.

      “Daymond wasn’t your only lead,” Grant pointed out. “We know other people at the school were dealing.”

      “I have no doubt the Tarantulas were in on it,” I agreed. “We already know they’ve been dealing drugs since Freshman year and that they stole from the Alchemy department last year.”

      Grant and I had investigated their old hideout, but it’d been totally cleaned out.

      “But it’s not a great lead if I can’t find them,” I added.

      Everyone had their own plans for summer vacation. Nadine had been staying with her grandmother. I hadn’t seen her all summer, and didn’t know what she’d been up to. Talia had spent the summer composing music for her brother’s band, and Grant had spent most of his break at the pool. 

      As for me, I’d been crashing on Grant’s couch, as I did whenever the dorms were closed. When I wasn’t there, I was scouring the town for clues about what the hell was going on in this place. 

      But the Tarantulas? I had no idea what they were up to. After news broke of Professor Daymond’s involvement, it was like they’d vanished, along with anyone else we suspected of dealing drugs on school grounds. 

      “The Tarantulas will be back,” Grant stated confidently, though we couldn’t be sure.

      The best theory we had was that they were traveling, probably transporting drugs and making deals with other magical races. We already knew the Elementai were trading unicorn hair for nightshade, thanks to Professor Daymond’s confession. But the Elementai tribe was all the way across the country, in California. Someone had to transport the goods, and who better to use than a bunch of kids who had nothing to do all summer?

      But just because all my leads had vanished didn’t mean the drugs had. They’d just gone underground, where the Imperium Council couldn’t find them—and neither could we.

      “In the meantime, I think I found a lead,” Grant said with a smile.

      I sat straighter in my seat. “You’re kidding.”

      Grant traced two imaginary lines over his heart. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

      “That’s great!” I cried. “What’s the story?”

      Grant placed both hands back on the wheel and smirked confidently. “I was lifting weights at the gym when I heard Frederick James say something about nightshade. I gave him my whole story about my broken arm and how I had to skip out of the championship swim tournament last semester. I managed to convince him I needed the nightshade energy boost for training.”

      “You said Frederick James?” I asked. “That Mentalist who accused Nadine of hexing the school last semester?”

      Grant frowned. “Yes, unfortunately. But he’s our only lead. Are we going to take it or leave it?”

      I sighed. “Take it.”

      “Good, because he should be at the school any minute.” Grant turned down a familiar road, which led to the gates of Miriam College of Witchcraft.

      “The school?” I asked.

      Grant shrugged. “It’s summer vacation. No one’s there this time of year. Oh, and I got you something.”

      He reached into his middle console and tossed me a small electronic device. I caught it and looked over the buttons.

      “It’s a voice recorder,” Grant said. “I figured it’d come in handy with your Journalism major.”

      “Can’t I just use my phone?”

      “This is better,” he assured me. “It’s easier to use and picks up more sound. And the design is super simple, so it’s less likely to get any interference from magic. It’ll pick up everything.”

      I smiled. “Then let’s make sure we catch a confession on tape.”

      Grant pulled into the parking lot of Miriam College. The Gothic mansion was huge and stood out from the trees surrounding it. It was late—near midnight already—but I was used to seeing college kids roaming the grounds. It seemed eerie that we were the only ones there.

      We’d just pulled into a parking space when a pair of headlights swept by us. Grant stepped out of the car. The other car sped through the parking lot and came to a screeching halt beside us. James jumped out of an old, beat-up sports car, and the hinges squeaked as he slammed the door. I quickly pressed record on my device and shoved it in my pocket.

      “Grant, my man!” James sang, as if the two of them had been best buddies since grade school. He was already approaching Grant, but stopped when he saw me climb out of the car. He eyed me, as if trying to decide if I could be trusted or not. “I see we have company.”

      “Relax,” Grant said smoothly. “Lucas wants a vial, too. I assume you have enough for both of us?”

      James relaxed and straightened his leather jacket. “Yeah, I’ve got enough. What’s your story, Lucas?”

      “A bad breakup,” I told him, without missing a beat. “I need to forget.”

      That wasn’t quite a lie, either. I’d spent the summer trying to get Nadine out of my mind. Nothing—not even throwing myself into this investigation as a distraction—had done the trick. Every morning I woke up, the memory of her was there, seeded into the forefront of my mind. Every night I fell asleep, I dreamt of her. I’d been pissed when we broke up, certain I couldn’t forgive her for the choices she’d made to protect her friends. Now I knew I’d been wrong, because if I truly thought I could never forgive her—never be with her again—it wouldn’t hurt so damn much.

      James smiled. “Nightshade can help with that. The euphoria is quite something. How much are you looking for?”

      “Depends. What do you have?” Grant asked.

      “I can do two vials each,” James offered. “You got the money?”

      Grant nodded and conjured a wad of cash. “The price we agreed on,” he said. My eyes went wide as Grant handed over several twenties.

      “That’s… quite the price tag,” I remarked, choosing my words carefully.

      James narrowed his eyes. “That depends on how desperate you are to forget about this girl.”

      I chuckled, playing along. “Oh, believe me. I want the nightshade.” 

      I conjured what little money I had and began slowly counting out the bills. James’s eyes grew hungry at the sight of cash.

      “I was just wondering… is there any chance we can get in on dealing?” I asked.

      James frowned. “I’m afraid not.”

      I stopped counting my bills, but he never took his eyes off the money. “There’s gotta be a way to get us in. How did you get involved?”

      “Can’t say,” James replied curtly, before quickly adding, “It’s boss’s orders. Ever since Daymond was busted, someone’s been poking around looking for answers. Did you know his house was broken into after he died?”

      Guilty, I thought, though I hadn’t been the first person to think of it. By the time I got there, all clues about Daymond’s ties to nightshade were gone. Someone really wanted to cover this up.

      “Who would do that?” I asked innocently.

      James shrugged. “Someone hell-bent on getting the drugs out of Octavia Falls, I guess.”

      Huh. So they had no suspects of their own.

      “Is there someplace we can go to get more nightshade, after we run out?” Grant asked. 

      A good question. They had to have some sort of headquarters… right?

      “Two vials should last you a while,” James said. “When you’re ready for more, you talk to me.”

      “What if we can’t get ahold of you?” I pressed. “Is there someone else we can get in contact with?”

      James chuckled. “It’s not like I’m going anywhere. I’m not stupid enough to overdose or some shit like that. Look, I don’t have all night. I realize you’ve probably never bought drugs before, but you’re going to have to get quicker on the exchange. The last thing you want is to get caught buying nightshade.”

      I pressed my lips together. I was getting nowhere with this guy. Perhaps money was the only way to get him to talk.

      “Will this do it?” I waved a few bills at him.

      “Sure will.” James took the cash, then conjured four small vials of nightshade. A purplish-blue liquid sloshed around inside them. Grant and I each took our respective vials and subconjured them.

      “You sure we can’t get in on this?” I gritted my teeth. I was starting to get frustrated with this guy.

      “Positive. Boss says no newbies.” James pocketed the money. “Before you leave, a word of caution, since you’ve obviously never used before. No more than a few drops under the tongue at a time. You don’t want to overdose.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What happens if we do?”

      James scoffed, like he found my ignorance amusing. “What happens if you take too much of any drug? You’ll die.”

      My mouth went dry. It wasn’t like I was going to use the nightshade we’d just bought, but the thought of anyone dying over this chilled me. No drug was worth your life.

      “Thanks for your business,” James said, with a nod of his head. “Oh, and I’m sorry things didn’t work out with your girlfriend—Nadine, was it?”

      My stomach twisted at the sound of her name. “Yeah,” I replied flatly.

      James got a distant look in his eyes. “It really is too bad. I hope you tapped that before you broke up.”

      My hands instantly curled into fists. “Excuse me?”

      James laughed. “Nadine’s totally hot. I mean, she’s not really my type, but I’d still do her. Since she’s single, I might just⁠—”

      Thwack!

      My fist cracked into James’s jaw, and he stumbled sideways.

      “Lucas!” Grant gasped.

      I already had a battle orb aimed at James’s face. “Don’t you dare talk about Nadine like that! If you even think about touching her⁠—”

      “Back off, man!” James thrust his hands outward, and a spell erupted from his palms. 

      It rammed into my chest and flung me backward. My back slammed into Grant’s car, and my elbow cracked against the back window. I hadn’t been stunned, but I’d be damned if that wasn’t one hell of a spell.

      I gasped for breath, but reacted quickly, tossing a stunning spell at him. James was fast and ducked out of the way. I didn’t waste a second. I swung my knee upward while he was ducked down. It connected with his nose, and he let out a cry of pain.

      Grant grabbed for me. “Lucas, stop. This is unnecessary!”

      But I’d already lost it. I shrugged Grant off and grabbed James’s collar, shoving him against the side of his vehicle. Blood dripped from his nose. He laughed like the fight was nothing short of amusing.

      “You were already pissing me off, but no one talks about Nadine like that and gets away with it,” I growled. “Where are the drugs? Who are you working for? Tell me now, or so help me⁠—”

      “Go fuck yourself, loser!” James shoved me off of him, and another spell blasted from his hands, more powerful than the last. It blew me backward so hard I flew off my feet and rolled across the pavement a few times, accumulating bruises. Something clinked to the ground.

      James’s eyes darted between Grant and me. “You can forget about buying any more nightshade off me. Consider this your final purchase.”

      I groaned as I pushed myself to a sitting position. It wasn’t until James’s eyes landed on the ground that I realized with horror what had slipped from my pocket. My recording device.

      James’s eyes went wide, and he flicked his wrist at me. An ungodly pain overtook my body, as if my bones had been set on fire. My back arched as a scream tore from my lungs. Every organ in my body seemed to be ripping apart beneath his spell.

      I was vaguely aware of Grant rushing to my side. I heard the sound of tires squealing as James sped out of the parking lot.

      “Fuuuck!” I screamed, the blazing inferno tearing through me.

      All at once, it was gone. The fire stopped, though every inch of my body trembled. 

      “Lucas, Lucas!” Grant repeated my name over and over. He slapped my face a little, until I tore my gaze from James’s car to look at him.

      “W-what the hell happened?” I demanded.

      “James is a Mentalist,” he reminded me. “It must be one of his specialties—tricking you into thinking you’re in pain when you’re not.”

      I drew in a greedy gulp of air. “That was one hell of a spell.”

      Grant helped me up, though I was still shaking. “Come on. We should get out of here before anyone comes to check it out. I bet the whole coven heard you scream.”

      I stood on shaky knees, then bent to pick up my recording device. I turned the recording off and waved it at Grant. “Thanks for the recorder, but we got nothing.”

      His shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry. I was sure we’d learn something.”

      “It’s not your fault this night was a bust,” I told him. “I’m the one who lost it.”

      I just hoped it hadn’t cost us everything. James knew now that I was a threat. He knew I was coming for him—for all the witches and warlocks involved in the coven’s drug trade.

      Which meant I had to get creative if I was going to beat them—before I ended up like Daymond, and the drug ring killed me for messing with their operation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          NADINE

        

      

    

    
      Summer was a cursed season.

      Three months had passed, and I’d barely seen my friends. I’d been too sick, but it was more than that. I hadn’t seen Lucas since the night we broke up, and that hurt more than any physical ailment. This wasn’t just a lupus flare-up—I was suffering from a broken heart.

      I’d spent most of the summer in bed. As my magic grew stronger, so did my lupus. The worst of it started when I’d performed a locator spell with the Imperium Council to track down the Oaken Wands—powerful relics that could retrieve lost magic. For months, our magic had been disappearing in waves. People would lose their magic for a few days, then it’d come back. Sometimes, it would disappear again, but there was no consistent pattern. Anyone could become a victim.

      The Waning—the term the Miriamic Messenger had coined for the event affecting our magic—was only getting worse. Eventually, we could lose our magic for good.

      We intended to stop the Waning before things got even worse. The Imperium thought that together, our magic would be strong enough to find the Oaken Wands, but they couldn’t be tracked through magic. It was one of the traits that made them so powerful and kept them protected, and why the Imperium Council hadn’t found them yet. I’d asked Grammy about the Wands, too, but she didn’t know anything that would help us locate them.

      The Imperium and I attempted a second locator spell to track whoever was behind the Waning. But without knowing specifics, we couldn’t trace the culprit.

      The spells—though ineffective—had knocked me on my ass. I was tired all the time, and my joints were swollen and painful.

      What truly did me in, though, was the space-bending spell I’d assisted with at one of the cider mills. The council intended to expand the factory to create new jobs, and we had—but at my expense. I couldn’t get out of bed after performing the complicated spell. I’d avoided magic for a few weeks, but as soon as I performed the simplest spell, my symptoms flared. My hair was thinning, and I’d developed nose sores. I hadn’t been back to normal since, and no potion seemed to help. Dr. Yonker had urged me to continue using my magic, because I was supposed to be getting used to it.

      “It will get worse before it gets better, Nadine,” he’d pressed. “Trust me.”

      Hell, I wanted to. I was just sick of waiting for things to get better already. I didn’t know why the Imperium Council still wanted my help with the Wands, considering I could barely get out of bed most days. 

      Scratch that. I knew exactly why they wanted my help. They thought my family still had the Curse Breaker Wand. Each of the Oaken Wands was powerful on its own, but like the Casts, they were strongest together. The council needed all five Wands if they hoped to stop what was coming. It was the only way to restore our magic—before it was gone completely.

      Returning to school after summer break felt like taking a breath after three months of suffocating. If there was a clue to all of this, it had to be here.

      My first day back at Miriam College, I woke with more energy than I’d had all summer. I was excited to get back to classes, and I’d been itching to explore the library for more information on the Wands. At school, I felt free. It didn’t feel like the Imperium was watching my every move. I’d felt the scrutiny every time they called me to a meeting. 

      I wasn’t officially a priestess yet—not until my induction on Halloween—so I wasn’t invited to every meeting. But I’d been to a few, and they’d asked about my progress in finding the Curse Breaker Wand each time. I had to tell them time and time again that I hadn’t found it, and that it was no longer in my family’s possession.

      Priestess Lilian insisted I try harder. She didn’t believe me.

      At school, things were different. It used to be that classes were the worst of my problems. Now they felt like a welcome reprieve to the real issues plaguing the coven.

      But I couldn’t hide from my problems, no matter how hard I tried. When I returned to the school, it was evident that these problems followed each and every one of us wherever we went.

      I stepped out of my car and grabbed my bag from the back. Isa prowled at my side. As I passed by another vehicle, I heard a girl sobbing through an open window. I glanced toward the car to see two girls from my meditation class sitting in the front seats—Ashley and Christine.

      “It will be all right,” Christine said.

      “It’s gone!” Ashley cried. “I can’t conjure anything. I’ve lost it.”

      “Your magic will be back in a couple of days,” Christine assured her.

      Ashley wiped her tears. “You don’t know that. This is the third time I’ve lost my magic this summer. It’s getting worse.”

      My stomach twisted as I continued walking toward the school. I reached the front doors and caught sight of a guy fumbling with various textbooks that came out of nowhere. They appeared in his arms one after the other, piling into a teetering stack. He struggled to balance it.

      “Whoa!” he cried as the stack fell and crashed to the sidewalk.

      A guy who looked identical to him scoffed. “Stop being so dramatic, Alex.”

      “I’m not being dramatic, Shane,” Alex shot back at his twin. “I can’t control my conjuring!”

      More items began to spill out of Alex’s stash and into his arms—clothes, notebooks, and coins. They clinkered to the ground, sounding like a slot machine.

      I eyed the brothers curiously. Shane caught me staring, and he nudged his brother. The two gazed at me, and I heard Shane whisper lowly, “That’s her.”

      “She’s the new priestess?” Alex gaped.

      Oh, great. Here we go.

      Shane shoved his twin, and the two scrambled away before I could say anything. I wasn’t even sure what I’d say. Yeah, bitches. I’m the latest priestess. If you’ve got a problem with it, bring it up with the Imperium Council, because it wasn’t my idea.

      Shane and Alex weren’t the only ones who noticed me. The whispers seemed to follow as I entered the school. I resolved to ignore them. I was sure people had been talking about me all summer. My secret was already out there, and nothing I could say would change that.

      Instead, I remained on high alert for signs of other magical issues. I had to pay attention, because it was up to me and the Imperium to stop this.

      The Main Foyer was crowded, but most people seemed to perform magic just fine. As usual, a group of Alchemists huddled around the fireplace and brewed a potion. One of the group members stood over the cauldron and funneled sky-blue magic into it. On the other side of the foyer, a group of Mortana girls used their magic to tweak their makeup until they were all sporting dark eyelashes and red lips. Two Seers passed by me, and I heard one of them telling the other about a vision she’d just had. Apparently, she was going to miss her first class due to oversleeping. A Mentalist avoided the crowd near the grand staircase and levitated himself over the balcony with telekinetic powers. 

      Nearby, I spotted Onyx, my previous Alchemy lab partner, conjure a leash for her cat and clip it to his collar so he wouldn’t get lost. It was a black long-hair with a white patch of fur on its forehead. She must’ve gotten a cat over summer break, because I’d never seen her with one before.

      Though most people still had a firm grasp on their magic, others weren’t so lucky. I heard one girl tell her friend she couldn’t conjure her schedule and didn’t know what classes she had. A Seer complained that the ghost she’d been talking to all summer break had vanished that morning and she was worried about him.

      My stomach sank. I’d been called to become a priestess, which meant I had to stop this. I didn’t know how yet.

      I climbed the stairs and dropped my bag off in my room. I saw that Talia’s piano was already set up, and a collection of candles and crystals had been laid out atop her dresser. I pulled my phone from my pocket and sent her a message.

      Meet you downstairs, she messaged back.

      I brimmed with excitement to see my best friend again, and I cocked my head at Isa. “Come on, girl.”

      Isa scurried out of the room behind me and down the hall. I noticed several students shooting glances at me in the hallways. It seemed like everywhere I walked, people kept at least ten feet away. I made my way downstairs and glanced around the Main Foyer until my eyes landed on Talia.

      “Nadine!” she called in a bright voice. She wore her hair in a high ponytail and had on a cute pink top. Her cat, Gus, practically skipped next to her. A girl with matching eyes walked beside her, but the facial structure was where the similarities ended. While Talia was all about pink and glitter, the girl beside her dressed in a tight black clothing and fish-net stockings. She had a rebellious look about her.

      “Hey, Tal!” I cried as I gave her a hug. She squeezed me tightly. We’d seen each other over the summer, but it’d been a few weeks, since Talia had been busy making music with her brother’s band. Isa and Gus looked thrilled to see each other and started licking each other’s fur.

      Talia drew away. “How are you? How’s your magic? I hear tons of people are having problems today.”

      I could tell Talia was asking about more than just my magic. She made it a point to check on me all the time, to see if I needed help getting through the day. I really appreciated it. “I’m all right,” I told her honestly. I turned to the girl beside her. “Hi, I’m Nadine.”

      The girl smiled brightly. “I’m Tate, Talia’s younger sister. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      “Tal talks about me?” I teased. “Only good things, I hope.”

      “Absolutely,” Tate said.

      I’d met Talia’s brother Tyler before, but I’d never met Tate. This was her first year at Miriam College of Witchcraft.

      “As fate would have it, Tate’s our next-door neighbor,” Talia said. “We moved her in this morning, and we were just on our way to the lawn to play some games. There’s a whole welcome-back thing going on. Want to join us?”

      “Sure.” It was great to finally get out of Grammy’s house.

      Tate started rambling as we headed outside, but it couldn’t drown out the whispers. 

      “She’s a Curse Breaker,” someone hissed.

      “More like a Curse Maker,” another replied.

      I looked around for the source of the voices, but there were so many students, parents, and professors around that I couldn’t tell who said it.

      “I love my dorm room,” Tate raved. “It’s so big. I can’t believe I get so much space all to myself.”

      “Um… you have a roommate,” Talia chuckled. 

      We stepped out into the sunlight. Gus and Isa wove between our legs as they chased each other around.

      “It can’t be any worse than sharing a room with you growing up,” Tate teased.

      “I was a delight!” Talia shot back. Tate frowned and glanced at me for confirmation.

      “She really is,” I said, looping my arm through Talia’s. “She’s mine now, and you can’t have her back.”

      “Just on weekends,” Tate offered with a wink. 

      Talia placed a hand on her heart. “Aw, my sister wants joint custody.”

      Tate laughed. “Well, you’re still my big sister. I’m going to need a shoulder to cry on every now and then.”

      Talia rolled her eyes and turned to me. “Tate has vowed to break as many hearts as possible during her four years here.”

      “I did not say that,” she defended. “I only said I might sleep with a couple guys and girls.” For my benefit, Tate added, “I’m pansexual, if Talia didn’t mention.”

      “She didn’t, but that’s cool,” I said with a shrug.

      A high-pitched voice came from behind us. “Nadine! Talia!”

      The three of us stopped and turned to see Mandy and Amy waving at us. Mandy’s long black braid swayed over her shoulder, and she wore her usual skater dress, which swirled around her knees as she walked. Amy wore a green tank top with tight jeans. Her cat, Stormy, followed beside her. She gave a cheerful smile as they approached.

      “We’ve been looking for you guys!” Mandy said brightly. “We checked out your room, but you weren’t there. Amy and I are just a few doors down.”

      “You’re roomies this year?” I asked.

      “Absolutely,” Amy said. “I couldn’t stand another semester with my last roommate. She was a homophobic bitch.”

      Tate scrunched up her nose, but her eyes roamed over Amy’s slim figure. “Homophobes are the worst!”

      Talia placed a hand on her hip and glared at her sister. I’d lived with Talia long enough to read that look. If you’re going to be breaking hearts all semester, don’t go anywhere near my friend. 

      Tate read the look too, and she dropped her shoulders.

      “We missed you guys!” Mandy threw her arms around me. 

      I squeezed her back tightly. “I know. It was a long summer. It feels like we haven’t talked in ages.”

      Mandy sighed as she drew away. “My summer abroad in India was great, though. I earned six credits for my counseling major and learned so much about my Indian heritage.”

      I pulled Amy into an embrace. “How was your summer internship?”

      “It went better than expected,” Amy said. “I had a wonderful time studying supernatural history.”

      “Where’d you intern at?” Tate asked.

      “I actually got to travel to a couple of different places,” she replied. “I mostly stayed near the Grand Canyon and learned a bit of hypnotherapy with a small group of hypnotists there, but I also visited a pod of Atlanteans based in Hawaii, and I spent a few weeks in Canada with a really nice vampire couple.”

      Tate’s eyebrows shot up. “Vampires? Now that’s a kink I could get used to.”

      Talia rolled her eyes. “Goddess. Someone please remind me the dorm walls are soundproof. They are, right?”

      Tate nudged her sister. “I’ll make sure to scream just so you can hear it.”

      Talia turned up her nose. “Please don’t.”

      “Sexual jokes aside…” Mandy raised an eyebrow at me. “Why didn’t you tell us you were a Curse Breaker?”

      “Yeah, we would’ve kept it a secret,” Amy agreed, sounding a bit hurt.

      My shoulders fell. “I didn’t tell anyone—only the people who were at my ceremony and saw the mark. I did want to tell you, but the fewer people who knew, the better.”

      Amy frowned. “I’m sorry you felt you had to keep it from us.”

      “From anyone,” Mandy added. “I think it’s awesome you’re a Curse Breaker.”

      Amy’s eyes lit up. “Can we see the mark?”

      My heart warmed to see my friends so enthusiastic about my Cast. It made me feel as if they’d already forgiven me for keeping it from them. 

      “Sure.” I glanced around the property, but the closest people were way off by the parking lot. I lifted the hem of my shirt and showed them the crescent moon tattoo on my hip.

      Mandy’s eyes widened. “Ooh, that’s hot!” 

      “Can I?” Amy gestured to my arm, and I nodded. She ran a finger over the cauldron tattoo on it, as if trying to find evidence it was fake. “So this…?”

      “It’s just an ordinary tattoo,” I explained. “I went to a tattoo parlor after my Evoking Ceremony.”

      “Damn, you are badass, girl,” Mandy said approvingly. “You fooled everyone.”

      I frowned. “Well, for a while at least.”

      Talia seemed to notice my unease, because she quickly stepped in. “We were headed to play games. You in?”

      Mandy shrugged. “I’m up for it.”

      “Me, too,” Amy added.

      Outside, several canopies had been set up in the lawn, where we could grab snacks and drinks. Several games were in action throughout various portions of the school’s property, including a match of flag football, soccer, and ultimate Frisbee. People shot stunning spells across the field at opposing team members. 

      “What are you guys up for?” Mandy asked. “Amy has a hidden talent for flag football.”

      “Yeah, if I don’t want to be crushed beneath three hundred pounds of muscle!” Amy objected. She pointed to the guys on the field. I noticed Ryan and several of the other Treacherous Tarantulas running around.

      “I’m not going anywhere near that,” I agreed. “What about soccer?”

      Mandy laughed. “The most talent I have with my feet is walking in heels. I can’t kick a ball to save my life.”

      “Ultimate Frisbee, it is,” Tate chuckled.

      I was all for it, though I knew I wouldn’t be able to get around the field like my friends. But when I turned to the game of Frisbee, my stomach sank, yet my heart lifted at the same time. I suddenly felt hot all over.

      Lucas.

      I’d tried to think about Lucas as little as possible over the summer, but I was unsuccessful. The truth was, I hadn’t stopped thinking about him since we broke up. Seeing him again made all these feelings I thought I’d gotten over come rushing to the surface. I became a statue as I drank him in.

      Lucas had gone shirtless for the game, and damn it, I’d forgotten how fucking hot he was. The sunlight glinted off his muscled chest, and my mouth went dry. His hair was longer than I’d ever seen it, and it fell into his gorgeous green eyes. 

      The Frisbee flew toward one of the players on the opposite team, but Lucas jumped from out of nowhere and caught it mid-flight. He tossed it to Grant halfway across the field, and it flew in a perfect arc over to him. Grant was nowhere near any of the opposing team members, and he caught it with ease.

      Amy nudged me and pointed to the edge of her lip. “You’ve got a little drool there.”

      I snapped my mouth shut and nudged her back. “I do not. I think I’m going to sit this out.”

      “Because of Lucas?” Mandy asked kindly.

      I shook my head. “The sun’s too strong today.”

      It wasn’t a lie. Sometimes, the sun made my skin tingle and feel like it was on fire. But the truth was, I was absolutely avoiding the game because of my ex-boyfriend. Goddess, I just wanted to run across the field and jump into his arms.

      I yearned for him, but I was still pissed—mostly at myself, for letting him go. But there were reasons for that, reasons I didn’t think we could ever resolve.

      You’re not the Nad I fell in love with, he’d said the night we broke up. The words still haunted me, slicing like a knife through my chest. I thought Lucas knew me better than anyone, but he only saw the good in me. He hadn’t accepted all parts of me, and it was unfair of me to ask him to. Even after I broke my family curse, he couldn’t understand why I killed those witches at Pinewood Manor.

      I’d done it to save my friends. I wouldn’t change a thing I did, but I worried that Lucas was right. I acted impulsively. I’d gotten away with murder. 

      I didn’t blame him for being terrified of me. Hell, sometimes I scared myself.

      I couldn’t ask him to be with me after everything I did—and everything I’d said. I’d been a bitch. If I could take it all back, I would. But the damage was already done. We broke each other’s hearts, and there was nothing we could do to change that.

      How could we repair what was already broken?

      “I’ll sit out with Nadine,” Talia offered, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “You don’t have to—” I started to say, but Talia wouldn’t let me finish.

      “It’s fine,” she insisted. “I don’t want to play anyway.”

      Talia and I went to sit under the shade of a tree while Amy, Mandy, and Tate went off to join the game. Isa, Gus, and Stormy batted at butterflies in the grass. I couldn’t keep my eyes off Lucas as he raced across the field. The air moved through his tousled brown locks, and my eyes locked on the perfect curve of his ass. He seemed so carefree. Perhaps we were better off apart.

      Grant spotted Talia, and he jogged over to the sidelines. He grabbed a water bottle, then plopped into the grass beside us. “Hey,” he said brightly. He breathed heavily and took a swig of water. “Great to see you guys.”

      “You, too,” Talia replied with a smile. I was pretty sure she was blushing. 

      I liked Grant, but he spent a lot of time with Lucas, so I hadn’t seen him all summer. “How was your summer?” I asked.

      “It was pretty good. Got better once my arm healed.” He rolled his shoulder. He’d broken his arm fighting the horrible witches last semester. “I’m back to swimming, but I’ve gotta build up my strength again. And you ladies?”

      “It was okay,” I said vaguely. “Talia spent a week out in L.A.”

      Grant turned to her. “Yeah, I heard. You and the Wicked Warlocks rented a recording studio?”

      “Just for the day,” she said. “They recorded three of my original songs. They sound amazing. Want to hear?”

      Talia conjured her phone with earbuds and handed them to Grant. He bobbed his head to the beat of the first song. “That’s really good, Tal,” he said. “The lyrics are… wow.”

      He wasn’t just saying it to be nice. Talia was a really talented songwriter.

      “So, uh…” I didn’t know how to approach the topic, but I had to know. “How has Lucas been?”

      Grant’s shoulders fell, and he gazed onto the field, where Lucas ran for the Frisbee. “I’m not going to lie to you. It’s been rough.”

      My stomach sank. “He looks like he’s doing well, though.”

      Grant scoffed, like there was so much more to tell than he could really say. “He’s gotten good at hiding it, but I know him too well. He’s hurting.”

      I was imagining the worst. Grant must’ve noticed my fallen face, because he was quick to clarify. “He hasn’t done anything bad.”

      Grant was talking about self-harm. It was a relief to know Lucas hadn’t hurt himself, but I worried about him. I’d blame myself if something happened.

      “We don’t talk like we used to—not about things that matter, anyway,” Grant admitted. “At least he’s doing something about the whole nightshade thing.”

      “Nightshade?” I felt the blood drain from my face. “He’s taking drugs?”

      “Goddess, no!” Grant said quickly. “He’s investigating for an article, trying to uncover who’s behind the whole thing.”

      My guts twisted. “That’s good that he’s still writing, but doesn’t he realize how dangerous that is?”

      Grant frowned. “He won’t take no for an answer.”

      Lucas was treading in dangerous territory, and I worried he was going to get hurt. I felt solely responsible, and it tore me up inside.

      “Well, I’m gonna get back in there,” Grant said as he stood. “See you girls around.”

      He handed Talia her phone back, then raced onto the field. My eyes locked on Lucas.

      Talia must’ve noticed me staring. “Do you think you want him back?”

      I bit my lower lip. “I thought I was getting over him. It was easier when we didn’t see each other all summer, but seeing him now…” 

      His eyes caught mine for a brief second, then moved over me—like I was nothing more than a distant memory to him. I tore my gaze away from the field.

      “I don’t think I’m over him like I thought,” I admitted.

      “Would you take him back if he asked?” she asked curiously.

      I snapped off a blade of grass and stared down at it. “I used to think maybe I would, but I don’t think I regret breaking up.” I took a long breath, then continued. “I realize I was scared when I broke up with him, and that I’d been a total bitch about it. I know I handled it poorly and said things I shouldn’t have. It hurts that we broke up, and I’ve always loved him, but I don’t think we can be together.”

      “Why not?” she asked softly. “If you still love him.”

      I sighed. “It’s not that simple. I treated him poorly, and it’s unfair of me to be with him if I’m a terrible girlfriend.”

      “You’re not a terrible girlfriend,” Talia argued.

      I frowned. “You didn’t hear the stuff I said to him. I blamed him for spilling my secret about being a Curse Breaker. The Imperium Council never would’ve found out otherwise. But I know he didn’t do it intentionally, and it’s unfair of me to blame him. I’ve had to make tough choices, and I can’t keep hurting him with those types of decisions. Plus, I can’t serve on the Imperium Council if I’m worried what he’s going to think of me. That’s not fair to him or the coven.”

      I sighed. “Besides, I can’t sit around and watch someone I love continue to sink into a hole. He said he was doing better last semester, but I think he was using our relationship as a crutch to avoid his depression. Being with him was worse for him in the long run, because using me to keep himself upright could only last so long. Being together was a distraction for him rather than a solution.”

      “You don’t want to be with him because he’s depressed?” Talia asked, trying to understand.

      “It’s not that. I’m okay with being with someone who’s depressed, but I need to know he’d be okay even if I wasn’t around. And I truly think he’ll be better off without me. I can’t watch him fall back into his depression. It’s too painful.”

      Ultimately, all I wanted was for Lucas to be happy.

      I tried to steer the conversation away from myself. “How are you feeling being back?”

      Talia took a deep breath of fresh air. “I feel great.”

      “Because Cody graduated?” I asked carefully.

      She was slow to answer, but she nodded. “I didn’t realize how much he held me back. I’m still trying to get over what happened between us, but I’ve vowed to make this year better than last.”

      I wiggled my eyebrows. “Do I detect a date with Grant in the future?”

      Talia shrugged. “I’ve been trying not to rush into anything after Cody. I feel like I need to be single for a while and find myself, you know? I got so obsessed with Cody, and I just don’t want to let anyone control me again.”

      “Grant’s nothing like Cody.”

      “I know,” she said quickly. “It’s not that I think he’d control me. Just that I need to learn about myself first. I could never speak up with Cody, and I don’t want to be like that with anyone else.”

      “I understand.”

      “I don’t even know if I like Grant,” Talia said, but I was almost certain she was lying. She quickly added, “I don’t want to rush anything.”

      I smirked and threw my blade of grass at her. “Rush, my ass.” The two had known each other for a year. 

      “Hey!” she objected, tossing a blade of grass back at me. “I’m sure Lucas would like to rush your ass.”

      I frowned, but I got hot all over at the same time. “I don’t want to make things worse than they already are. I think it’s best if we just both move on.”

      “Maybe it will help to have something to distract you,” she suggested. “There are tons of clubs on campus. Maybe you could pick up a hobby this semester.”

      “Like what?” I asked. “I’ve never been good with hobbies. Sports and stuff like that aren’t my thing. That’s probably why I watch so many mystery shows.”

      Talia frowned. “It doesn’t have to be sports. You’re really good at a lot of things.”

      I furrowed my brow at her. “Good at what?”

      “At puzzles,” she started.

      “Tal, there’s not a club for puzzles,” I pointed out.

      “I wasn’t finished,” she insisted. “You could join the music club with me, or the debate club, art club, LGBTQ alliance, Community Service Club⁠—”

      “The Community Service Club sounds fun,” I stopped her, but I quickly frowned. “But I don’t know if I can keep up. I’d tried joining a Community Service Club at my high school, but I couldn’t walk for miles picking up trash.”

      “They do way more than that,” Talia told me. “They made blankets for foster kids last year, and they visit the nursing home a lot. Oh, and they’re always helping out at the pet shelter.”

      I thought about how nice it’d be to surround myself with cats all day. “I’ll have to check it out.”

      Talia and I spent the next half hour talking about our upcoming classes. She must’ve noticed I couldn’t stop eyeing Lucas, because she finally said, “Do you want to get out of here? We could grab something to eat in the Lounge?”

      “Yes,” I answered, almost too quickly.

      Talia and I called our cats over, and we went inside. In the Lounge, we ordered two Peppy Parfaits, which were new to the menu. They were supposed to put you in a good mood. As the barista handed mine over, I turned around and ran into a solid wall of muscle.

      I stumbled back a step and tilted my head up at the guy. He was at least a head taller than me, and his black slicked-back hair grayed at his temples. He was old enough to be my father. He frowned down at me as recognition crossed his features. Something in his dark eyes shook me, and I had the sudden urge to run far away.

      “Sorry,” I muttered.

      I went to step around him, but he stopped me, his gaze roaming over me curiously. “Nadine Evers.”

      My mouth went dry, but I didn’t let my unease show on my face. I tilted my chin up at him. “What’s it to you?”

      He ignored my question. “You’re the Curse Breaker they’ve called onto the council. My daughter told me all about you.”

      I didn’t know whose father this was, but by the way he looked at me, I suspected he hadn’t heard anything good. Talia stepped closer to me, until we were almost touching, like she was ready to defend me if needed.

      “And who might your daughter be?” I asked.

      He laughed in a way that made my skin crawl. “You must know who I am.”

      “Can’t say that I do,” I stated dryly. I felt a little unsettled by this cocky old man, but I didn’t let it show.

      “Magnus Knight,” he introduced, holding out a hand. “Surely you’ve heard the name.”

      I’d never heard of him before, but the last name was unmistakable. He was Gwen’s father. That girl had made my Alchemy 101 class miserable. I glanced down to his hand and noticed a cauldron tattooed on the back of it, marking him an Alchemist like his daughter.

      He noticed my hesitation and sneered, “Surely Faith didn’t raise her daughter to be so rude.”

      My nostrils flared at the mention of my mother. “No, she didn’t,” I said through gritted teeth. “But she also told me never to talk to strangers.”

      Magnus dropped his hand and huffed. I’d obviously offended him, which I suspected was the last move I should have made with a man like him. Power and pride seemed to radiate off him in waves. “I’d hardly call a member of your own coven a stranger,” he said bitterly. “Though for an outsider, I suppose that’s the truth.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and tried to keep an even tone. “What is it that you want from me?”

      He certainly wanted something, because he wouldn’t still be standing here if he didn’t. He leaned in closer, and I spotted the threat in his eyes. “I want you to leave my daughter alone.”

      Before I could reply, Talia shot back at him, “Nadine never touched Gwen! It was Gwen who⁠—”

      “Is that any way to talk to your father’s employer, Miss Murphy?” Magnus snapped.

      Talia’s cheeks went bright red, and she dropped her head. Holy hell, this guy was frightening.

      He turned back to me and growled, “Just because the priestesses want you on the Imperium Council doesn’t mean the rest of the coven does. It’s unfortunate that an outsider like you would be allowed such a high position in the first place. They only want you so you can break this curse.”

      “It’s not a curse,” I stated. At least, the council didn’t seem to think so.

      “Don’t be so naive,” Magnus snapped. “The Elementai in California suffered a plague a year ago. Someone in the coven handed them the Omnimotus Curse. It tampered with their magic—just as we’re experiencing now. This is the Elementai getting back at us. It’s all just a political show.”

      I cocked a challenging eyebrow at him. “If it is a curse as you say, then perhaps you shouldn’t threaten the single Curse Breaker who could save you from it.”

      Magnus’s features faltered. He could try to intimidate me all he wanted, but I had him there. As long as I was in line to become a priestess, he couldn’t touch me. 

      His eyes darkened. “That may be the case—until they find the real culprit behind this.”

      There was something in his tone that sounded accusatory.

      “What do you mean by that?” I demanded.

      “Witches have left the coven before,” he reminded me, clearly talking about my mother. “Perhaps someone has returned to finish something for them—revenge on the coven, if you will.”

      “That’s not true!” I snapped. For a second, I’d forgotten how much he frightened me.

      Magnus stood straighter and chuckled. He seemed amused that he got a reaction out of me. “No matter the cause, I will not stand to see my daughter get hurt. So help anyone who gets near my family.”

      “Daddy!” Gwen whined from across the Lounge, capturing his attention. He looked up to see her waving him over. “I need help with my bags.”

      I noticed Chloe beside Gwen. When my eyes caught hers, I witnessed a softness in them I hadn’t seen before. Chloe had always been so cold and threatening toward me, but after we’d resolved our feud and broke our curse last semester, she seemed warm and welcoming. She waved to me, and I shot a smile back—but it was only half-hearted, because I was still shook by what Magnus had said.

      Talia’s eyebrows shot up once Magnus departed. “That was intense.”

      “No kidding. I’ve got goosebumps.” I held up my arm to prove it. “What an asshole.”

      Talia rolled her eyes. “Believe me, he gets worse.”

      “Worse how?” I bit my lip.

      “My dad works for him, and he’s horrible.”

      “Really? What does your dad do?” I asked.

      “He’s in retail. Mister Knight owns practically half the town. Remember that alchemy shop on the Catwalk we took you to last semester?”

      “Wicked Alchemy? Yeah, I remember.”

      “Mister Knight owns it,” Talia told me. “Along with at least a dozen other businesses.”

      I winced. “No wonder he’s so threatened by me.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “A teen girl in a position of power? Yeah, that would really mess with his ego.”

      I sighed. “This is why I intended to keep my true Cast a secret. My first day back and I’m already being threatened because I’m a Curse Breaker.”

      Talia looped her arm through my elbow and began leading me to an empty table. “No one threatens my bestie and gets away with it. He can’t touch you.”

      I shot her a smile. “Thanks, but if Magnus Knight really wanted to hurt me, he wouldn’t need magic. He could crush my head between his hands.”

      Talia chuckled. “He’d have to get his hands on you first.”

      Problem was, Magnus wasn’t the only person who wanted to get their hands on me. The Imperium already had me searching for the Oaken Wands. There was no telling what—or who—I might face to restore the coven’s magic.
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      When I spotted Nadine across the lawn, my heart fucking stopped. For one split second, it was as if the world had stopped turning. Truth be told, my world had stopped turning three months ago when she’d called things off between us. She had been my world, and it’d been shattered to bits. Seeing her now was a painful reminder of that. If I thought I’d made any progress in getting over her, I was kidding myself. 

      I didn’t let my steps falter as I ran across the field. She looked so radiant and happy surrounded by her friends. A lock of brown hair drifted in the breeze, and though I was thirty yards away from her, all I wanted was to reach out and caress it.

      My heart crumbled into a million pieces all over again. That evening on the Catwalk, the night we broke up, came back to me. Every word, every memory replayed in my mind. 

      I regretted bringing up the Reaper’s Shadow curse. I’d told her we couldn’t be together, because I couldn’t stand people dying for me. I couldn’t stand her dying for me if the curse claimed her. I knew now that I was only pushing her away because I was scared. I couldn’t handle seeing her in danger.

      And it had broken us. Maybe if I never said anything, we’d still be together.

      Goddess, I missed her so much, and she had obviously moved on.

      Sweat dripped down my forehead by the time the game finished. Grant and I headed off the field, and I grabbed my t-shirt from where it lay in the grass. I wiped the fabric across my forehead and took a swig from my water bottle. My gaze roamed the lawn, but I’d lost sight of Nadine.

      “She went inside with Talia,” Grant stated, snapping my attention to him.

      “Huh?” I asked.

      He pulled his t-shirt over his head. “I saw that look. Nadine went inside.”

      “Oh,” I replied flatly. “I—uh—wasn’t looking for her.”

      “Sure you weren’t,” Grant said skeptically.

      Tate ran up to us, waving the Frisbee. “You guys up for another round, or are you too scared to be beaten by girls again?”

      Mandy and Amy snickered, along with a few other girls who’d played on their team.

      Grant frowned. “We’d have won if my star player here hadn’t been so distracted.”

      “I wasn’t distracted,” I shot back.

      Tate’s eyebrows shot up, and she teased, “Oh, so we won by pure skill?”

      “Wait, no,” I said quickly.

      “Your loss.” Tate shrugged and tossed the Frisbee at Mandy, who threw her hands up to block it instead of trying to catch it. Tate went running onto the field, leaving Grant and me alone on the sidelines.

      “Who is that?” Grant asked as he watched her run.

      “Don’t ogle her too hard,” I joked. “That’s Talia’s sister.”

      Grant threw his sweaty shirt at me. “I wasn’t ogling her. Shut up.”

      “Who are we ogling?” a male voice asked.

      I turned to see a guy our age standing there with a calico cat at his heels. He looked a lot like Grant, with the same dark eyes and Latin American features, but his hair was longer and his smile cockier. I barely recognized him at first. He’d grown up a lot.

      My eyebrows shot up. “Miles?”

      It was Grant’s younger brother. They were two years apart in age, but Miles had easily surpassed Grant in size. He’d always been such a string bean as a kid. Before their parents split and they moved away from Octavia Falls with their mom, I’d spent almost as much time with Miles as I had with Grant. Grant had returned to attend college, and now Miles had come back for classes, too.

      Miles beamed back at me. “Hey, Lucas. It’s been a while.”

      “At least a decade!” I reached out my hand, and he grabbed it and pulled me into a one-armed hug. His cat must’ve decided I was friendly, because she nudged her head into my leg and started purring. “How the hell are you, man?”

      “Better than this old crank,” he cracked as he nudged Grant.

      Grant jabbed Miles in the gut, and the two started to wrestle like they did when we were kids. “Who are you calling an old crank?” Grant quipped. He locked his younger brother into a headlock, and Miles surrendered.

      I laughed as Miles straightened his shirt. “Just like old times,” I said. “I can’t believe you’re a freshman already!”

      Miles smiled. “I’m thrilled to be back. Been dreaming of this day my whole life. How’ve you been?”

      The sadness was evident in his eyes. He knew what had happened to my brother, but obviously didn’t want to bring it up. Miles hadn’t been back to Octavia Falls in years, so he never had a chance to talk to me about it.

      “It’s okay,” I said, but my throat closed around my words. “You can talk about him.”

      Miles frowned. “I always thought he’d be here when I got back, you know? I miss him.”

      Grant clapped Miles on the shoulder. “We all do, bud.”

      I got it. Eric had been my biological brother, but he’d been like a big brother to all of us.

      “Hey,” Miles said brightly to distract us. “Grant told me you followed through on that bet.”

      I laughed as the memory came back to me. “You mean when I bet Grant that toad was actually a person who drank a transfiguration potion, and I epically lost? Absolutely. I went through with my Evoking Ceremony in the abandoned mausoleum.”

      Miles laughed. “Grant kept that toad in his room for six months!”

      Grant narrowed his eyes. “That toad had a name.”

      “I know, I know,” Miles chuckled. “Toad-o.”

      “Toto,” Grant corrected.

      Miles shook his head. “It was Toad-o.”

      Grant changed the subject. “You said you wanted a grand tour of campus before classes. You up for it now?”

      Miles shrugged. “Sure. What’s the best place to see on campus?”

      I pulled my t-shirt on. “Depends on what you like, but you’ll probably enjoy the Lounge best. It’s got a café, TVs, pool, bowling lanes, and arcade games.”

      Miles’s eyes lit up as we started inside. “Oh, hell yeah. I’m a champ at Skee-Ball.”

      Grant frowned. “I hate to admit it, but he really is.”

      “There’s also the greenhouses if you’re into botany, and the pool if you want to swim,” I listed off.

      “Grant got all the family swimming genes. Selfish jerk,” Miles joked.

      “Ah, well, if you get too jealous of him, you can toss him into the Vanishing Stairwell,” I teased.

      “Ha ha,” Grant said dryly. “If I know my brother well, he’ll be spending most of his time in the Penthouse Suite.”

      “What’s the Penthouse Suite?” Miles asked curiously.

      “It’s a myth,” I stated bluntly. 

      Grant wasn’t so convinced. “Legend has it, a red door will appear when you want… some privacy. No one else can enter as long as someone’s already inside. And it always appears in a different spot, so no one ever knows for sure where to find it.”

      Miles smirked. “So it’s the perfect place to hook up. I’m guessing neither of you have had the pleasure of taking a girl there.”

      “Because it’s a myth,” I insisted. “It’s not like we haven’t had the chance.”

      Grant cocked an eyebrow at me. “Have you?”

      I frowned. Nadine and I had never had sex. “Shut up and show your brother to the Cat-fé.”

      “What’s that?” Miles asked.

      “It’s the new cat café on campus. Kiki will love it,” Grant explained as he gestured to Miles’s cat.

      “Then by all means, show the way,” Miles said.

      We started around the side of the school. The Cat-fé was on the other side of the building, and with the space-bending spell that made the school bigger on the inside, it was faster to cut around the outside of the mansion.

      "What classes are you guys taking this semester?" Miles asked.

      Grant started rambling about his Advanced Magical Plants class on our way. “I have to take care of a black pothos plant for my final project. They need constant watering and are really hard to keep alive. They’re magical plants that bleed black liquid. It sounds creepy, but it’s actually really useful. They make great anti-allergy potions.” 

      He was describing all the plants he’d learned about last semester when we arrived at the Cat-fé. We stepped inside, and Miles’s cat, Kiki, pranced ahead of us in delight. Her eyes darted every way, like she couldn’t decide which part of the café to run to first.

      The café was small, with about a dozen tables for patrons and a counter to order tea and snacks in the back. The walls were painted a midnight blue, and tiny twinkling lights had been set into the ceiling and made to look like stars. In the center of the room was a huge cat tower that reached a wooden beam at the ceiling. The beam stretched from one end of the café to the other, and cats prowled along it and climbed down connecting cat towers along the walls. There must’ve been over two dozen cats lazing along the cat towers or roaming the room, waiting for patrons to pet them. 

      Various stations were set up—a toy station with strings, feathers, and balls for the cats; a treat station with all flavors of cat treats imaginable; and a grooming station with brushes, nail clippers, and more. All the decorations, including the hooks for jackets at the entrance, were in the shape of cats. I’d never seen anything quite like it.

      Miles rushed over to the treat section first. “Kiki,” he called in a high-pitched voice. She tore her gaze from the cat tree she’d been eyeing and pounced over to him. “Want a treat? It’s salmon flavored! There you go. Such a good girl.”

      He stroked the top of her head, and she purred as she crunched down the treat. The second she swallowed it, her eyes went wide. The treats had obviously been made by Alchemists, because the magic took effect immediately. Her feet rose from the ground, and she floated into the air like she was as light as a balloon. Grant laughed and poked her in the side. She meowed loudly as she spun through the air in slow motion. 

      Miles couldn’t keep it together as the magic faded and she landed back on her feet. He bust a gut laughing as she stumbled and her eyes darted around, obviously dizzy. He fed her another one, and her calico fur changed color, fading into blues and purples, before returning to normal.

      "What about me?" Grant teased. "I want a treat."

      Miles grabbed another salmon-flavored treat from one of the containers and waved it at him. "You gotta do a trick first."

      Grant smirked. "I've got a magic trick for you. Hold on. What's this?"

      Grant dug into his pocket, then pulled his hand out with the middle finger raised. Miles burst into laughter, startling one of the sleeping cats on the cat tower nearby. 

      Kiki was already on her third treat, which must’ve created some sort of illusion, because she was batting at something we couldn’t see.

      "I meant I want to order something," Grant said. "The croissants here are supposed to be better than the ones downtown."

      "Let's grab a table while we look over the menu," I suggested. The café was already a bit crowded, and there
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