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      The castle is dark and creepy. It’s almost certainly a trap.

      But the magicians of the academy will risk everything to save one of their own.

      When the head of the Magical Council betrays the magicians, the Sorcerers have more advantage than they deserve.

      Isadora and her friends must ride to the rescue, even though they’ll have to face their worst fears. It’s what the good guys do.

      Now all they have to do is survive a castle designed to keep everyone who enters… and never let them go.
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      I thought our situation was as dire as it could be. After all, every teacher, protector, student, and creature of the Magical Arts Academy was trapped inside Duke Maurisse’s castle. Worse, the Duke had enacted a spell meant to completely drain our powers.

      But I was wrong. Things actually could get worse. It shouldn’t have surprised me that I wasn’t able to predict anything that happened in the magical world. I was pretty much still a novice of magic, and so my understanding of all of it was limited.

      In a way, I was glad for my mistake. If not, I might not have followed Arianne down the dark tunnel into the dungeons of the castle, where foolish hopes went to die. I might have tucked tail, turned around, and made another futile attempt at breaching the door that would let me out of this trap—the one not even our teachers believed we might escape.

      Then again, our teachers weren’t optimistic at all. In fact, many were decidedly pessimistic. According to Gertrude, it was another effect of Maurisse’s spell. Not only was it draining our powers with every moment we spent inside the castle, but it was also making us depressed.

      But only if we let it.

      Gertrude kept reminding us to remain hopeful. I suspected she believed that way the spell wouldn’t get to us, at least not in the way it had clearly affected our seniors from the academy.

      “You shouldn’t have come,” Madame Pimlish said for the third time in as many minutes. The portly teacher, who’d transformed into a pig to get here, was back to being human, though I preferred her as a pig. At least that way she was cute in a bizarre sort of way, with her out-of-place ringlets and pearls.

      Clearly, Madame Pimlish was one of the most impacted by Maurisse’s spell. Whereas not a single person or creature in this dungeon seemed happy to be there, she was the only one who was actually crying.

      Mordecai caught me looking at her as she wiped her tears and nose on Wizard Meedles’ shirt and said, “That side of the spell seems to be affecting those with a limited scope in powers more greatly.”

      “What do you mean?” Brave asked right away. His eyes had done nothing but roam the dark space we occupied. I was sure he’d placed all the weight of getting us out of here directly on his shoulders. If he saw it as his fault that we students were trapped in here, then he’d also see it as his duty to get us out. And I was certain he intended on rescuing the others too.

      I still hadn’t spent much time with Brave, but the more I did, the more I realized he’d earned his name several times over. What a lucky chance that his parents had named him something so appropriate.

      No, wait. That wasn’t right. He’d mentioned something about some tragedies regarding his parents, which meant there was far more to the story than this.

      I snapped myself out of meandering thoughts. Focus, Isa. I wondered if that could be another effect of the spell before I got myself to concentrate on Mordecai, who was telling Brave something important—and I was missing it.

      “So the effect is less on those with a greater range of powers?” Brave followed up, and I had to work hard not to mentally kick myself for getting distracted.

      “Right. Prudence’s powers are concentrated on transformations. She’s a master of them, but her magic doesn’t extend much beyond that. So she’s feeling desolate. Gustave’s magic is centered on dragons mostly, so he’s been hit hard too.”

      I searched the dark, flickering shadows for Gustave and found him huddled in a corner by himself, looking as if Humbert the dragon had just died, though I was sure he hadn’t. The dragon was making enough noise to rouse the dead.

      “Arianne is suffering the effects of the spell too,” Mordecai continued. “Though not as intensely as Gustave or Prudence.”

      “Why is that?” Marie asked.

      “I suspect it’s because, while Gustave is a genius when it comes to dragons, Arianne works with nearly every kind of creature, so long as it’s magical in nature.”

      “So you’re saying her skills are more expansive than her brother’s.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Which is why you and Grand Witch Tillsdale are still managing to focus.”

      “Precisely. And it’s not just us. Marcelo, Marcus, Vlad, and Priscilla are doing remarkably well, as is Delilah. I think Vlad and Priscilla aren’t affected by that part of the spell at all because of, well, what they are.”

      I cast furtive glances at everyone Mordecai had just mentioned, grateful that for once the wizard was forthcoming with clear, succinct answers. I needed clarity and understanding right now so as not to become overwhelmed and fearful despite my intentions. Perhaps that’s why he did it when it was so out of character for him: so we’d remain as hopeful as possible.

      “Clara hasn’t been affected at all from what we can tell.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Gertrude said, sounding more uplifted than I’d ever heard her. I assumed she was working to maintain the outlook. “Why do you think that is?”

      “I presume it’s because the way she interacts with the elements supersedes spells. Maurisse must have based the magic he used, to trap us here and drain us, on his own way of doing things.” He looked to Clara fondly, the familiar sound of a small tinkle of the beads in his beard sending a hopeful wave to my heart. “Clara has never fit cleanly within the scope of magic as we understand it. As clever as Maurisse is, he would have no way of knowing what Clara’s magic is like. We’ve been careful to keep the specifics of her skills secret.”

      “And it’s a good thing too,” Marcelo said, standing next to his wife and draping a protective arm across her shoulders, even though, in this instance, it seemed that she was better poised to protect him.

      Nando took half a step forward, farther into the dark, cavernous dungeon. “Why is it that now we can hear everything and before we couldn’t? I mean, with the kind of racket Humbert is making, I can’t believe we didn’t hear him when we first entered the castle.”

      Mordecai looked at the scarlet dragon, who was furious enough to burn down the castle with all of us in it.

      I worried and twisted my fingers together. I hoped Gustave or Arianne held it together long enough. Without them, who would control the furious Humbert?

      Wait. Hadn’t Clara swooped in on Humbert to rescue me when Mordecai first took me from Uncle’s house? Clara could ride Humbert! And even better, Clara seemed immune to at least part of the spell.

      I forced my fingers apart. We’d get out of this. We’d find the way. We always did, even when the odds seemed insurmountable.

      My mind immediately wanted to jump to unhelpful thoughts: Our luck will run out someday. Just because we beat the odds on every other occasion doesn’t mean we will on this one. Even Mordecai and Grand Witch Tillsdale seemed stumped.

      Ah! 
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