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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Xander

        

      

    

    
      “You have a balcony. That’s not even fair.”

      I smirked from across the living room of Winnie’s apartment at Academy while Bryce grumbled For her two grad years here, she’d be sharing this space with her twin sister, Alice, who wasn’t here yet. She was arriving with her boyfriend later. Like us, they had taken a trip over the summer and were only getting back sometime today. According to Winnie, showing up barely right on time was a habit of Alice’s she had perfected over the years.

      Winnie stepped up to Bryce, who stood at the open balcony doors, peering out over the grounds. Two wooden lounge chairs, complete with blue cushions, were already out there. Three long flowerbeds lined the railing, overflowing with trailing ivy and violet and black blossoms speckled with white flecks.

      Beyond them, the grounds stretched out, running straight into the gardens and the forest. And just behind the towering trees was the hard rock of the mountain peaks rising into the sky, snow covering their caps even at the end of summer. A cool breeze ruffled my hair, the familiar scent of pine and wildflowers filling my nose. Funny how that smell was what really reminded me we were back.

      That we were home.

      Because that was what Academy had become, in a sense. Our second home, one we had bled and fought damn hard to make it safe.

      “I think it’s totally fair,” she argued playfully with him. “That view is incredible. We both know out of the three of us, I’ll be the one to appreciate it.”

      “And why is that?” I asked.

      “Because you’re going to be too busy baking all the damn time when you’re not getting ready for this tournament and you,” she said, shifting her attention to Bryce, “will have your damn nose buried in some ancient book or other.”

      “As if you’re one to talk.” He caught her around the middle, hugging her. “Who was the one who spent most of our vacation looking down at the damn ground instead of the scenery. And spent the other half of the time jotting down endless notes? You know how many times I had to stop you from running into a damn tree out there?”

      “It was research. Part of my grad project.”

      “It was supposed to be a vacation.”

      “Who said it wasn’t?”

      “The poison oak I got all over my legs, for one,” he grumbled.

      “I told you not to go traipsing off into that brush patch. And besides, the fun part of our vacation was the beach. That was incredible.”

      Bryce’s eyes darkened like the night sky. “Think I might need a reminder.”

      Shaking my head at them, I wandered around the open living room and kitchen space. The apartments set aside for grad students at Academy were fairly roomy. It wasn’t as large as the space we had found to rent in the small town of Bear Creek, not far from Fort Collins. Unlike the larger town, this one was an all-magical community, something we thought would be good for us. That apartment was also a two-bedroom, two-bath place, but the living space was far larger and gave us access to a shared rooftop patio that we found out most of the other residents didn’t use very often. And they offered a discounted rate on the months we’d be staying at Academy, seeing as we’d only be spending some weekends there and winter break. We simply had to live there for a solid year once we graduated to keep said discount. A few other students from here lived in the area, too.

      I joined Bryce and Winnie on the balcony. Being back here was still strange. The spring semester had gone by without any troubles. And we hadn’t even been here for the summer. And yet any time I glanced at the lake, a flash of twisting shadows and shrieking demons appeared in my mind’s eye. It was only ever for that split second. But it was enough to remind me of what happened here.

      Of what we almost lost.

      Black flames sparked in my palms, coiling tightly around my hands.

      A cooling touch landed on my hand, pulling me back from the swell of memories. I turned, offering a smile to Winnie. “I’m alright. I’m going to head down the hall to our rooms.”

      “We’ll meet you there,” Bryce said, squeezing my shoulder in passing.

      At the door, I gathered up my travel bags, which I’d dumped next to Bryce’s, and tugged them onto my shoulder. Before ducking out, I glanced over at my friends. Bryce stood behind Winnie, his arms wrapped around her while he set his chin atop her head. She leaned into him, frost dancing over her skin and in the air around them. His shadow rose, moving with her magic. Coming back was hard for them, too. Being away for the summer had certainly helped us all work through the worst of what we survived. When he leaned down and she turned, kissing him, I let them be and slipped out of the apartment.

      My place with Bryce was only three doors down. After placing my palm on the door, it glowed, letting me inside. I was still damn happy at the love Bryce and Winnie had found. But seeing them so close reminded me that I was single again. Marissa and I had seen each other a few times over the summer. After the last time, we both had to admit we weren’t a good fit and were far better off as friends.

      Sighing, I glanced around the place. It was almost the same layout as Winnie’s, minus the balcony. I strolled down the short hall, picking the bedroom on the left and dropping my bags on the bed. It would be strange with Winnie living down the hall instead of with us. I’d gotten used to our trio over the summer, minus the time they had spent on their vacation. I went with them for the part where they went traipsing through the wilds of Washington state looking for Bigfoot.

      Shockingly, we didn’t find him.

      Winnie had brought back an impressive collection of flowers and wild herbs for her grad project. She was diving deep into the realm of healing magic and seeing what else was possible with her expanded empathetic abilities. Bryce had a newfound fascination with summoner history surrounding how our magic had evolved over the centuries. He was also heading a new special branch of the Raptors, creating an outreach program for shadow summoners. Many remained fascinated by a side of spirit energy magic that hadn’t been seen out in the open in years. Jake, his old shadow summoner mentor, was working with the team, too. Near the end of the summer, Bryce had a meeting with several members of the Council as well as Masters Keira, Morgan, and William. Morgan was of spirit and had once been the headmistress of the Academy further north. William was one of the newer additions, a fire summoner who was the last to join in recent years. From what I heard of him, he rivaled the once-great Balthazar. Hopefully, this William wouldn’t become a corrupt bastard like Balthazar had.

      According to Bryce, the meeting had gone well enough. It sounded as though they were contemplating the idea of adding a shadow summoner to the council. From how Bryce acted, they hinted at said summoner being him once he was finished with his grad years. He had seemed surprised by the suggestion. Winnie and I had not. Who better to help other shadow summoners than a direct descendant of one of the first? And it wasn’t like he hadn’t earned the title of Master. I was still in awe recalling everything I saw him do to stop Claudette.

      The door to the apartment opened, and laughter reached my ears. Winnie and Bryce appeared a few seconds later, moving into the room across from mine. I quickly ducked into the bathroom to redo my hair, gathering the long strands into a bun and splashing some water on my face. This was more than simply our first day back at Academy. This was the first official day of the tournament.

      When I entered his room, Bryce was just placing the last of his bags on the bed. “You two ready to head down and check out the festivities?” I asked.

      “You’re that eager to sign up, huh?”

      I shrugged at him. “Are you sure you don’t want to? Either of you?”

      “Don’t look at me,” Winnie said, holding up her hands. “I’ve got a huge project I’m focusing on with Professor Kane all semester.”

      “And I have a feeling my semester is going to be interrupted by the outreach program.”

      “But we’ll be cheering you on,” Winnie promised, beaming at me.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Bryce asked, his brow furrowed.

      I shoved my hands in my front pockets, taking a moment to think over my answer. For most of the summer, I did the same, checking in with myself to see if participating in this tournament was a good idea. I still wanted to bake and was leaning toward opening my own place once I finished up here. And yet a part of me I hadn’t realized I had was pushing me to see what else I was capable of. My magic had evolved so much in the last ten months. I was anxious to see how well it held up against other talented summoners.

      And maybe, at the end of it, it’d give me an answer as to whether I wanted to go a different direction with my future. Maybe join the Raptors. Maybe become more than a simple baker. The fight against Claudette last year had terrified me, sure. But it also showed me how strong I was in the face of such evil. Showed me what kind of person I could be. Who I wanted to be. A part of something more.

      “Xander?”

      “Sorry,” I said, shaking my head at Bryce. “But yeah, I’m sure.”

      He exchanged a glance with Winnie, then clapped me on the shoulder. “Then let’s go get you signed up.”

      Once we were out on the grounds, the enormity of how big a deal this tournament was hit home. Most of the open space on the grounds had been converted into temporary living quarters for visiting students participating in the tournament and for the Council and various high-level summoners. The accommodations took glamping to the next level. The tents were done up in an array of colors, complete with fluttering banners. It was like we’d stepped into a Renaissance Fair instead of on the grounds of Academy. The influx of people was impossible to miss.

      Nor was the arena that had been built on the southern end of campus complete with stadium-style seating. The tournament rounds would be determined after the final number of participants was tallied. We wove through the crowd and the colorful array of decked-out tents with their own little fenced patios. They were grouped according to the Academy the students came from. Those belonging to the Council were grouped by which element they represented. I hadn’t expected the entire Council to be here. From the look of it, they would be at one point in time. Hell, there were even vendors selling magical items and food from all across the continent. This place had become a small village and would be until the end of the fall semester, when the tournament was set to end.

      “Oh, come on,” Bryce muttered, stopping short.

      “What’s wrong?” Winnie asked, following his gaze. “Hey, I think that’s Masters Keira and William. Morgan is with them, too. Hmm, and I think they spotted you because they’re coming this way.”

      Bryce stepped behind Winnie, and his shadow rose in front of them both.

      I burst out laughing. “What are you doing, man?”

      “What’s it look like? They’re going to corner me to talk about joining them again.”

      “And?” Rolling her eyes, Winnie wrapped her hand around his arm and dragged him through his own shadow. “We’ll catch up with you in a bit,” she told me, walking away with Bryce whispering, “Save me,” in passing.

      Chuckling, I watched them go and maneuvered through the students and staff to reach the large sign-up tent outside the arena. Its multi-colored banners fluttered in the breeze, one for every element. There were five. Soon, I realized, there would need to be a sixth added if Bryce and Jake could ever get the shadow summoners to come out of hiding.

      “Xander, I wondered if we’d see you today.”

      I glanced up, grinning in greeting at Wren standing inside the sign-up tent, wearing her Raptor uniform. Another woman sat at the table, a shimmering slab of black marble in front of her. “Wren, how have you been? You’re working the tournament?”

      “I am. Seth’s here somewhere. You still signing up?”

      “I definitely am.”

      “In that case,” the woman sitting down said, holding out her hand toward me, “if you’ll place your palm on the slab, we’ll get you registered to go.”

      I did as she asked. A slight tingling sensation zipped through my hand and into my arm. Above it in glowing violet writing was my name and my magical ability. “Well, that’s neat.”

      “Helps us get a good read on who’s entering,” Wren explained as the writing faded. I stepped to the side to let the next person sign up. “New system we came up with for figuring out what a summoner’s magic level is. We want the tournament to be challenging but balanced.”

      I studied my palm and the tiny black flame that appeared with barely a thought. “Understandable.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said with a laugh. “I’ve seen some of the others who have signed up already. You’ll be going against some heavy hitters. We have quite a few dual-element summoners and a few who have outclassed their professors.”

      “That’s good to know.” I had been slightly worried that my new boost of magic would give me an unfair advantage.

      I gazed down the line of others ready to sign up. I recognized more than a few from my two years here, but there was more than a fair share I didn’t. Excitement bubbled up, followed immediately by a swell of uncertainty. What if I wasn’t as great a fire summoner as I thought? What if I got in there and froze?

      What if my magic was only this great because I had Winnie and Bryce at my sides? In the arena, I would stand alone.

      “I wouldn’t start worrying yet,” Wren told me. “You’ll be alright.”

      “I hope so. Hate to get in there and get knocked on my ass in the first five seconds.”

      “After what I saw you do, you won’t.”

      I nodded, about to tell her I was sure I’d see her around, but my eyes snagged on Headmistress Kelcie across the grounds. She looked better than she had at the end of the spring semester. But the sight of the cane she used to walk with concerned me. Professor Kane walked with her through the crowd, stopping to speak with people as they went.

      “Is she doing alright?” I asked Wren.

      “From what I hear, her health took a bit of a turn over the summer. Being possessed for as long as she was, honestly, I’m surprised she’s up and moving around at all. Shit like that leaves its mark.” The wind gusted around us for a second.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Wren frowned at me. “Our tragedies are a part of us. They always will be. You don’t have to apologize. I survived. You survived. Don’t get dragged down by the past, Xander.”

      Another Raptor called her name. She nodded at me and set off.

      I moved away from the sign-up tent, trying my best not to keep watching Headmistress Kelcie. The mental and physical scars I carried were so minimal compared to what she was dealing with on a daily basis. I felt for her and was damn glad we had managed to save her.

      “Did you hear what happened?” a student said loudly, walking past me, his cell phone in his hand as he talked to the guy beside him.

      “No. I was driving all morning.”

      “A summoner had their house torched in Kansas. Said some non-summoners did it. Targeted her and her family.”

      I turned my head at the news, falling in step behind them as they continued walking.

      “Seriously? Just because?”

      “There’s some rumor going around about them being part of some new anti-magic group. There’s not a lot of news on it, though. Bet the Council already moved to take care of it.”

      The two guys headed toward the dorm building, and I peeled away, moving to stand beneath a nearby tree. It’d been a while since any attacks against summoners were carried out. Or at least were bad enough to make the news. We kept our magic hidden from non-summoners the best we could for numerous reasons. It took a lot of work, but it was safer for everyone. People tended to fear what they didn’t understand.

      Hell, we even had that issue amongst our own kind when a summoner’s magic evolved beyond what was seen as normal. If they weren’t feared, those seeking a way to gain control sought them out. The stories I heard about Briar’s showdown with the Masters still left me unsettled. How they had wanted to keep her for themselves. Turn her into a weapon.

      It was probably a worry that lingered in the back of Bryce’s mind, too, especially with the Council eyeing him to join their ranks. And I had no doubt he had concerns about Winnie, too, being used for what she could do.

      Uneasiness settled in my stomach as my mind drifted back to the coming days. Wren had said some dual-element summoners had signed up for the tournament. But what would they all think when I showcased what my fire had become?

      “Thankfully, there are no non-summoners here,” I muttered to myself. “You’ll be fine.”

      “Xander!”

      I turned at the sound of Bryce’s voice. “Hey. Where’s Winnie?”

      “She spotted Briar and Meg. Briar is here in a professional capacity. Meg and Cody came to spectate. I think Zach and a few others came, too. Something about them being jealous that they didn’t have this tournament around when they were in school. Winnie wanted to catch up with them. Left me with the Masters,” he muttered, shaking his head.

      “I hate to tell you, man, but you might have to accept your fate.”

      “I will hold out as long as possible.” He grunted, his shadow shifting in agitation around his feet. “A Master and a member of the Council. I can’t say I ever saw that one coming.”

      “Can’t say I did either. I think it’ll be good, though.”

      “Might make my future busier than I hoped it would be.” He shoved his hand into his pocket, clearly fiddling with something. When his eyes shimmered with starlight and his lips twitched, I followed where he was looking.

      Across the way, Winnie stood with Briar and Meg, laughing about something.

      I glanced from her to him, and his hand was still tucked out of sight. “Holy shit, man. Are you carrying around what I think you are?” I whispered, elbowing him playfully.

      Quickly, he removed his hand. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “She might not be a damn mind-reader, but she is an empath. She’s going to know you’re up to something soon enough.”

      “Yeah, don’t remind me.” He let out a shaky breath. “Is it too soon? It’s too soon, right?”

      “If it feels right, then no, it’s not,” I assured him, my happiness for my friend overriding the slight unease that had settled in my stomach.

      He nodded nervously. “Right, well, I’ll get there. At some point. I’m hungry. Are you hungry? They have some new food vendors setting up for the tournament. Why don’t we go and see what they’ve got?”

      Chuckling, I turned to follow him. The slightest brush of cold touched my shoulder. When I glanced back, Winnie was giving me a curious glance. I waved at her, doing my best not to
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