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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Xander

        

      

    

    
      The day had started unusually hot. As Winnie and I strolled through town, it had only gotten worse. If not for the subtle layer of frost Winnie created that kept drifting from her to me, it would’ve been borderline unbearable. But Winnie needed a few things from downtown before we headed back to Academy. She had spent more on crocheting supplies than anything else, though, something I had teased her about the whole walk back to the car to dump our bags before we decided to stay out for a while longer and enjoy the peace.

      The visit had gone better than I expected. She got along with my family. My brothers, thankfully, had behaved for the most part. Most of our evenings were spent playing board games or watching movies on the projection screen my parents set up in the backyard during the summer. Our days had been taken up with me showing her the sights and going on hikes. More than once, she’d gone off trail searching for some plant or other growing in the wild. We’d had to buy extra jars for her to store the dried plants in so she could take them with us this fall.

      The time we had to ourselves was filled with easy-going conversations and a few heated moments that always caused my fire to spark and sputter around us. I usually ended up covered in a thin layer of frost, too.

      Despite all that, it was impossible to ignore how something had felt off the whole time she’d been here. Something was off between us and the relationship we had fallen into so naturally. Easily. More than once, I’d thought of ways to bring it up. Each time, I chickened out, worried that I was reading too much into a situation that wasn’t there.

      That there wasn’t something going on between her and Bryce.

      At the next cross street, we paused, waiting for the signal to change. The second I thought of his name, that was where my mind drifted—the spring semester hadn’t ended as well as we had hoped. The archive being broken into had gotten to Bryce. He hardly spoke a word to us in those last days on campus. And once we were back home, he holed himself up in his apartment. I hadn’t seen him once, even before Winnie arrived.

      We had texted over the break. The group chat consisted of Winnie and me checking in on Bryce and him giving us one-word responses that he was fine. After she showed up in town, I invited him over almost every day.

      And every day, he ignored my invitation.

      But the summer break was nearly over. This was the longest I’d gone without seeing my friend and hiding my concerns from Winnie was impossible. Not that she was feeling any better about the situation. I wasn’t an empath, and I could tell that she was as anxious as I was.

      Do you really want her to be around him?

      I nearly tripped over my feet at the intrusive thought. I could tell myself over and over that I was making a huge deal out of what was merely them getting closer as friends. But something had changed between Winnie and Bryce. What it was, I couldn’t say exactly. There had been an awkward moment together in the infirmary near the end of the semester. I pretended there hadn’t been, not wanting to start something in case I was wrong. More than once, I’d caught Bryce’s eyes on Winnie. The look in them had been reminiscent of how I’d felt when thinking about her. He tried to hide it. And I had to admit that if he felt something for her, he wasn’t acting on it.

      The real question was if Winnie felt the same. I hadn’t been able to tell. Coming right out and asking her seemed like a terrible idea, too. It was one of the few times I wished I was an empath. I could use extra insight into what was going on between her and my best friend.

      Winnie tugged me to a stop, stepping out of the way of other people on the sidewalk. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong.”

      Her brow arched, and the grey in her eyes shimmered. “Seriously?”

      “This unfair advantage of yours is going to drive me crazy.”

      “Yeah. Must suck having your girlfriend be an empath.” The way she blinked up at me said she had heard the uncertainty in her voice, too. Frost began to cover her skin until I quietly said her name. If we were in an all-magical community, it wouldn’t be a big deal. Sadly, we weren’t, and any big display of her power would draw the wrong kind of attention. She shut her eyes, and the frost receded. “Really, though, your mood shifted. Was it me?”

      I almost said yes, but this wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have on the sidewalk. So, I did what I’d been doing since she arrived—pretended everything was fine. I pulled her into a bear hug, lifting her off her feet until she was laughing. “No, not you.” Carefully, I set her back on her feet, giving her a quick kiss. “These last two weeks have been great. I wish we had more time to hang out here, honestly. Going back feels, I don’t know.”

      “I get it. Our first year at Academy wasn’t exactly quiet.”

      The thought of Winnie being put in danger again, or Bryce or me, had made it harder to sleep these last few nights. The shadow demon was in the realm it had been originally banished to. Bryce was no longer possessed. There shouldn’t have been anything left to worry over, aside from the thief who broke into the archive and stole everything. But that was now a worry for the Raptors. Not Bryce and certainly not Winnie.

      What we did have to be concerned about was Bryce’s connection to the first shadow summoners. He had appeared to be taking it in stride until the only information he had on all of it was taken. Now, he was truly lost in the dark, and I wasn’t sure how to pull him out of this funk. I might be annoyed at him for liking Winnie, but he was still my best friend. He was still family to me. And I never turned my back on family.

      “I think we need to stop by Bryce’s place today,” I told Winnie. “We’ve waited long enough.”

      “Yeah, we have.”

      “Have you felt anything from him since you’ve been here?” I had to mentally high-five myself for not letting my tone give away my jealousy at how easily she picked up on his emotions, even when they were far apart.

      Her eyes narrowing said she felt what I did no matter what my tone conveyed. “Xander, if I could find a way not to feel his emotions this vividly, I’d do it. You know that, right? It’s not something I’m doing by choice.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, I just…” I what? Before I could figure out how to put into words what was going on inside my head, Winnie cupped my cheek. Her frost spread across my skin, hidden by her palm, reminding me without words that she was with me. That what she felt for me was strong and real. I leaned into her touch, sighing. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Maybe I’ll get a better handle on this side of my magic soon. It’d be best for all of us.” Something flickered in her gaze, but it was there and gone too fast for me to grasp what it meant. She tilted her head. “And to answer your question, he’s using his shadows to insulate himself. I haven’t been able to get a reliable read on him the whole time I’ve been here. I’ve hardly felt more than a flicker here and there. And almost nothing at all the last two days…” Her fingers twitched like she wished she had a crochet needle in hand. “You don’t think he snuck out of town on us, do you?”

      Panic caused flames to spark at my fingertips. Biting back a curse, I took Winnie by the hand, and we hurried through town to where I’d parked my outback. Once we were in the car, Winnie pulled out her phone and called Byrce. Each time she hung up and tried again sent a new white-hot and frantic jolt of anxiety through me. What if he had up and left town? What if he took off and didn’t tell us? I’d gotten lucky when I found him the first time he ran away after his parents died.

      If he’d done it again, though, he’d never let me find him.

      I pulled into a spot outside his small apartment complex, shrouded by old shade trees. After we climbed out, Winnie was still unable to get Bryce to answer his phone, so I pointed her in the right direction. We darted through the front gates, following the stone path that led into a courtyard outlined by gardens and a few smaller trees. The stairs to our left led us to the east side of the square building. Bryce’s studio apartment was on the end. The second we reached his door, Winnie knocked on it and yelled for him to open it.

      A loud crash sounded on the other side of the door. “Go away,” Bryce shouted.

      “Not until we talk to you,” Winnie said, glancing worriedly at me.

      I let out the breath I’d held since we arrived, glad he hadn’t left town. “Seriously, man, let us in. This is ridiculous.”

      “I’m not opening this door. You’re better off leaving,” Bryce yelled back.

      “You don’t get to lock us out. We’re your friends,” Winnie pushed. “Do not make me cover this door in ice and shatter it.”

      “You wouldn’t do that. Too many possible witnesses.”

      Winnie glanced my way. I took a step closer to the door. “I might not let her do it, but I’ll burn it to ashes, damn who might see. Open the door, Bryce. We’re not going to let you hide in your apartment for the rest of the break.”

      “You want to risk exposing your magic? That’s on you.”

      I slammed my palm against the door. “Damn it, Bryce. Stop being so stubborn. Open the door!”

      “No! Leave, alright? You both have done enough. I’m not going to drag you any deeper into this. Go away!”

      “After all the shit we’ve been through, that’s what you’re going to say to me? To us?”

      “You have a family, Xander. So does Winnie.”

      “You’re family, too,” I reminded him.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t be. I never should’ve come back with you. I should’ve kept on running.”

      The despair that tainted his words was too much. If we turned away from him now, he would run, and we would never find him again. I slammed my hand against the door hard enough to rattle it in the frame. And still, he refused to open it. Beside me, Winnie sucked in a sharp breath, fumbling to grab my arm to stop herself from staggering.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Winnie?”

      Her lips parted, but no words came out. Her eyes began to glow as frost covered her hands. It drifted to the door, covering it in a thick layer. I watched for anyone who might stumble across us while she used her magic so openly. Hell, was she even doing it intentionally? Based on her unfocused gaze, she wasn’t. The frost thickened, covering not only the door but the frame and the wall around it.

      A weird sensation manifested in my gut. It was almost like I’d swallowed a stone, and it was now sitting inside me. With the sensation came a surge of memories from the first time I met Bryce up to the present moment. The laughter, the messing around, the brotherly bond we’d formed.

      The intensity of so many strong emotions nearly knocked me off my feet. Seconds passed, each one making the stone heavier as it became filled with what I felt. The question was on my tongue about what this was. Then Winnie clenched her hand, and the frost shot through the door as if it wasn’t even there. Simultaneously, the heaviness in my stomach vanished, leaving me unbalanced.

      Doubling over, Winnie fell into my side, one hand pressed to her sternum while the other snagged my arm. “That was a trip,” she muttered, shaking her head. “Crap. Probably shouldn’t do that on an empty stomach.”

      “What was that?” I asked. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m not sure exactly,” she replied, though to which question I had no idea.

      Then the deadbolt was turned, and I was too distracted by the door opening to ask her to clarify. Through the opening, only darkness was visible. Unnatural darkness. Winnie looked up at me, and together, we pushed open the door further and entered Bryce’s apartment.

      Directly to the left was a small, open kitchen. To the right was a sitting area, the door leading to the bathroom, and a tiny closet. Near the rear of the room, though I couldn’t quite make it out once the door shut behind us, was where Bryce had his bed. That part of the room was a few steps higher than the rest, designating it as the bedroom, though there were no walls, only a railing. Beyond the bed were two large windows. The day was a sunny one.

      But shadows blocked out the bright sunshine. They moved around Winnie and me as we stood a few feet inside the door. It took a second for my eyes to adjust. Once they did, I spotted my friend standing in the center of the space, surrounded by a pulsing aura of darkness littered with dim starlight. He had his head lowered and shoulders hunched.

      “Why did you make me feel that?” he whispered.

      “Is that what you did?” I asked.

      Winnie shrugged. “I don’t know what I did. I just couldn’t let him keep thinking that we blame him for anything. Which we don’t,” she added sternly, watching Bryce. She stepped closer. The shadows moved to create a wall between her and Bryce. “You can’t push us out of your life.”

      “Go away,” he whispered, his voice ragged. “Please, go away.”

      “I understand what you’re feeling and why,” Winnie said, pressing against the shadows. To my surprise, they gave beneath her touch, letting her get closer. “Being alone right now is not what you need.”

      “She’s right,” I chimed in. “You’re our friend. We look out for each other. Protect each other.”

      Winnie moved another few steps through the darkness, her frost beginning to glow, winding through the shadows. “Letting the guilt eat away at you won’t do anyone any good. You have to let it go. There are other things you need to be focused on right now.”

      “Like what, huh? Why does it even matter?” Finally, he raised his head. The anguish warring with grief and anger in his eyes was a sucker punch to the gut. He hadn’t bothered to shave all summer. There were bags under his eyes, and he looked gaunt. Had he not been eating this whole time? “All my magic has done is nearly get you both killed.” The laughter that spilled from his mouth was laced with pain. “Almost killed by my ancestor, if you recall. No, I don’t want either of you around this or me, not anymore.”

      “So, you expect us to, what? Go back to Academy and pretend we’re strangers?” Winnie asked.

      Bryce straightened and looked her right in the eye. “I’m not returning to Academy.”
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      “I’m sorry, what did you say?” Winnie’s frost spread up her arms. “You’re not going back?”

      “I’m not repeating myself.”

      The shadows moved and twisted about the room. For weeks, it had been impossible to get them to settle. My main shadow stayed close to me, perched at my back like a guard dog. Not that it would ever do any harm to Winnie or Xander. It had spent the entire summer preventing me from doing harm to, well, myself. The rest I pulled from the darkest corners of my apartment. Had watched them grow with every passing day that I kept myself locked up here alone.

      A part of me had hoped Winnie and Xander would simply find a way to stop caring about me. After how many times I’d put them in danger, they should want nothing to do with me. It’d make everything easier. So much easier.

      But here they were. Winnie was here, in my apartment, with Xander at her side.

      Xander instead of me.

      The shadows condensed around me. I thought I could handle seeing them together. Gods, it was harder than I thought. That was another reason I couldn’t go back to Academy of Ancients. Watching them being together every day would make it impossible for me to keep my word to Winnie. The moment I heard her voice outside my door, all I wanted to do was throw it open and yank her into my arms.

      I couldn’t do that. She was with Xander. My feelings couldn’t leave the part of my soul I tucked them into. They had to remain hidden for everyone’s sake. It was why I spent so long ignoring her and Xander. If she were mad at me, if I could get her to hate me, she wouldn’t want to see me.

      I should’ve known better. Winnie was too stubborn to give up that easily.

      “You can’t just not go back,” she argued. “What about your lessons with Jake?”

      “What about them?”

      “He’s the first shadow summoner you’ve ever met and you’re going to give that up?”

      Shrugging, I shoved my hands in my front pockets. “What’s the point? He might be there, but the archive was emptied. I can’t find out anything else by going back to Academy. I’m better off here where I can’t hurt anyone.”

      “I don’t know if you noticed, but we’re fine,” Xander pointed out, crossing his arms while fire sparked at his fingertips.

      “Yeah? And what about the next time something goes wrong because of me? What if you’re not fine? What if we don’t come out of it unscathed? I can’t have that hanging over me. I won’t. You two are better off without me.” The words hurt to get out, but they had to be said. I kept my gaze level with Xander’s. If
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