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      The crunching gravel under Kiera’s car, or rather her parents’ car, gave way to a smooth, freshly paved road as her father pulled up in front of the Dreadmore Academy grounds gate. The tall white pillars and black metal bars that protected the facility from intruders no longer looked as intimidating as they had almost six months ago. Now, Kiera felt a sense of calm and familiarity as she looked beyond them at the massive trees with their unnaturally green leaves. The ground behind them and the miles of land they had passed were covered in day-old snow, and the only trees bearing leaves were pine. Beyond this gate, however, everything was green and bright. There was still a chill that zipped through the car window as her father lowered it to speak to the guard. Flowers littered the ground, and their petals were just as bright and colorful now as they would be in spring.

      Her father hadn’t changed much in Kiera’s six months away. He still had his black hair, combed back with a bit too much gel, something he picked up in his younger years and never let go of. He kept running his hands through it nervously as the guard in a blue and white uniform asked him for an ID and proof of Kiera’s enrollment at the magical academy.

      Her mother, seated on the passenger side, kept leaning over to speak over her father since his nervous voice was too quiet to be heard clearly over the wind.

      While Kiera’s father gave off a very dark, brooding impression with his dark hair and eyes, as well as dark clothes that covered every inch of his skin, her mother was all sunshine and professionalism. Her blond hair was curled perfectly, and her fingernails matched the red of her lipstick. One would think the magic-wielder in the family would be the one acting and looking all mysterious and wearing long, dark robes. Instead, her mother, the one who used necromancy to investigate murders, was the bright one.

      Sadly, Kiera never learned to take after her mother’s grooming and taste in clothes. Just like her father, her hair and eyes were deep brown, and her clothing of choice consisted of jeans, sweats, tees or sweaters, and white or black tennis shoes. She would occasionally throw on a pair of good running shoes for a hike or gym activity, but Dreadmore didn’t make gym classes mandatory like the normal school did, so she hadn’t touched those shoes in months.

      “Yes, my daughter’s name is Kiera Tully,” her mother proclaimed loudly to the guard as he accepted their IDs. “She’s the one who caught that serial killer two months ago.”

      Kiera blanched, praying her mother wouldn’t make some comment about how Kiera “did the security’s job for them.” She didn’t want the guards to think badly of her. They would be the ones looking out for her, after all. Though, to be fair, they really hadn’t done a great job with that “serial killer,” as her mother called it. The criminal would have succeeded in her murder if Kiera and her not-quite boyfriend hadn’t stumbled across her.

      Thankfully, the guard handed back the IDs before her mother could say any more, and Kiera breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Welcome back to Dreadmore, Miss Tully.” The security guard tipped his blue hat to her and motioned for the car to move forward once the gate was open. The smile he gave Kiera seemed genuine, so she hoped perhaps he was grateful she’d helped out two months ago. That or he was just being nice.

      Her father’s own sigh of relief sounded identical to Kiera’s as he rolled up the window and tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, watching as the gate slowly inched open on both sides. Her mother peered forward at the mechanism controlling the gates, whistling slightly.

      “Reliant on magic,” she said quietly.

      “How?” her father asked, sounding a little tired from the trip. Since he was never a magic user, everything she said often went over his head.

      “A movement spell, combined with heat magic of some kind.” Her mother was nodding to herself, hmming as though it should be obvious. Now Kiera was studying the gates too, not sure how it was magic. All she saw were the pillars connected to the gates.

      “Seems a bit risky to make everything reliant on magic, doesn’t it?” her father asked quietly. “What if something happens that makes everyone lose their magic? You’d be trapped.”

      Kiera had inherited his paranoia too.

      “Hush.” Her mom shook her head and glanced back at Kiera. “Don’t worry, dear. That won’t happen. It would be next to impossible to create a magic-free zone in an area this large. If the gates can’t be used, the professors can just cut a hole in the wall or something.”

      Kiera nodded. “I wasn’t worried about it.”

      “Yes, Howard, she wasn’t worried about it, so don’t put those thoughts into her head,” her mother said, turning her attention back to her ex-husband. Any discussion of magic caused friction between them, to the point where even Kiera got tired of listening.

      Magic wasn’t the only reason her parents got divorced, and Kiera’s own presence wasn’t the only reason they were together in the car now, but she still hated hearing her parents discuss magic at all now. It always led to her father questioning the risks and morality of it and her mother defending necromancy to her last breath.

      Shoving a stray strand of hair out of her face, Kiera rolled down her own window so she could watch the scenery and ignore her parents as they continued discussing the security of the school.

      Her winter break, which had been extended due to early school closure, had carried with it the strong smell of pine, sap, wet snow, and mint. Now, in a matter of minutes, those scents and the snow that came with it had literally melted away. It gave way to the bright greens of spring, as well as the fresh scent of wet mud and growing grass coupled together. Birds flew by, chirping cheerfully at the sky, and a few butterflies flitted about on the glowing flowers that shouldn’t be growing at this time of year. A stray beetle even flew through the window and landed on Kiera’s leg, taking a moment to rest on her jeans.

      Deja-vu overcame her as she recalled a similar creature flying around her car the first time she came here. That one had been green and ended up burnt to a crisp due to her attempts at necromancy. She’d been desperate to assess her skills and see if she had what it took to make it in Dreadmore without embarrassing herself.

      Now, she didn’t need to worry about that anymore.

      Smiling slightly at the irony of the situation, she put the tip of her finger under the black bug’s body, waited for it to climb on with its numerous legs, then released it into the free air again.

      “All I’m saying is, there needs to be a balance,” her father was saying, his tone implying that the discussion would end after this final sentence. “Magic users should have a proper blend of both practical and magical devices, so they don’t become reliant on one or the other.”

      It was clear by the quiet scoff her mother made that she had plenty of things to say about that, but both she and Kiera knew how to read his social cues, so she dropped it. Instead, her mom turned toward Kiera and poked her leg playfully.

      “So, will we be seeing this boy when we drop you off?” she asked, a cheeky grin on her normally serious, stoic face. “I can hop out for a few minutes to introduce myself. I’d love to meet him.”

      Kiera cringed inwardly. They were referring, of course, to Ezra Gillis. He was the son of a prestigious family, and his uncle was the headmaster of this very academy. She got to know him last semester through their “love of studying,” as she liked to call it, and when he was nearly killed by the vengeful woman who kept freezing playboys on campus, Kiera ended up saving him. Although they weren’t officially dating or anything, they had kept in contact throughout the entire winter break, and Kiera knew that at least she was falling hard for him every day. She hoped he felt the same, but there was no way she’d be telling her parents that.

      “He’s just a friend,” she said, for what felt like the tenth time since Christmas vacation began. “You haven’t insisted on meeting any of my other friends.”

      “I have plenty of friends,” her father said without turning away from the road. “They don’t text me every couple of minutes for two months straight.”

      Kiera felt heat rise up the back of her neck and onto the tips of her ears. She thought she’d been subtle when texting Ezra. She’d tried to avoid messaging him when family was around.

      “Oh, I can tell this is more than a friend,” her mother added mischievously. “The look on your face when Ben texted you was completely different from this other boy.”

      “If we ever start dating, you can meet with him,” Kiera cut in quickly, wanting to end this torment immediately. “Until then, he is just a friend, and I don’t want you doing anything… embarrassing.”

      “How could you say that, Kiera?” her mother gasped sarcastically, putting her hand to her mouth and everything. “My own daughter that I carried for nine months thinks I’m embarrassing? Her own mother?”

      Despite being eighteen years old now, Kiera still felt like she was ten years younger when her mother acted like this. It made her want to curl up and pout as she did at that age. Sadly, such things weren’t allowed now, not in her eyes at least.

      “Just let me be for now,” she said, keeping her voice low and betraying no emotion. That blush would not be allowed to creep all the way onto her cheeks. “You wouldn’t want to scare him away and mess things up for me, would you?” she added with a raised eyebrow.

      “Ah.” Her mother pointed at Kiera and chuckled. “She’s gotten too smart for her own good. She knows how eager I am for grandchildren and doesn’t want me to—”

      “Mom!” Who said anything about grandchildren?

      All maturity went out the window, and Kiera turned toward the window in a huff, ignoring her mother’s teasing laughter as they reached the end of their journey.

      “Well, if you and that boy do start dating, make sure you let me know,” her mother said, kinder this time and not making jokes at her daughter’s expense.

      Kiera bit her lip and nodded. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “That way, your father can go after the boy with a shotgun if he isn’t deemed worthy of my daughter,” her mother finished.

      “Mom, I swear—”

      Her mother just laughed, getting the last sarcastic dig in before they pulled off the road and into the academy parking lot. “Don’t worry,” her mom said, tears forming as her chuckling subsided. “We won’t do anything embarrassing. I save my teasing for moments like this.”

      Kiera knew she meant it, so she didn’t protest again. She had other things to worry about anyway, like finishing her second semester and passing the exams that would make her an official member of the school. Her chances of gaining a prestigious degree that would grant her any necromancy-related job she wanted hinged on this semester. If she failed now, her dreams of using magic to heal others would feel that much farther away.

      Luckily, things didn’t feel as hopeless this time as they did last semester. Unless something exceedingly horrible happened, as her father feared, there was nothing to worry about.
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      It became clear as they pulled into the expansive parking lot in front of the academy buildings that a renovation had been made over the winter break. Whether this was done practically, with real brick and wood, or through the use of magic, Kiera couldn’t tell. Perhaps her mother could, but Kiera didn’t care enough to ask.

      The huge staff building was the first thing someone entering would see. It used to consist of red stone that gave it an older but academic look. Now, it had been changed into something akin to a tall, grey castle with gargoyles and shingles and even one tower where the bell used to hang. From what Kiera could see, the other buildings had been given a similar makeover, though they looked a little more practical.

      “Are we sure we came to the right place?” her father asked as he put the car into park.

      His attempt at a joke didn’t mask his nerves. His voice was shaking, and Kiera could see his hands doing the same as he turned off the engine. He probably didn’t like seeing so much change at once. It was yet another reminder of how powerful magic could be and how only a small part of the population could use it. That put ordinary people like himself at a huge disadvantage. Luckily, her mother didn’t catch his apprehension this time.

      “I assume they change things up, so the students have something to tell their parents,” her mother replied. “Keeps the mystery and prestige intact, perhaps?”

      “Maybe.” Her father shrugged and got out of the car. “I’ll get your bags, Kiera.”

      “Thanks.” Kiera ignored how the renovation made her slightly more nervous since so much change at once dampened the welcome feeling of returning. Instead, she focused on climbing out of the car and helping her dad pull her backpack and two suitcases from the car. She’d brought more this time than the last since now she actually expected to stay here for four years rather than getting expelled two months in for failing grades. She’d brought more clothes and books from home in the hope that it would make her dorm feel more permanent and homey.

      After she had her bags positioned so she could pull them all at once, her dad gave her a hug goodbye and told her, just like last time, to call him if anything went wrong. She didn’t the last time things went downhill and could tell by his downcast eyes and slumped shoulders that he wished she had.

      Perhaps he thought his lack of magic made him seem untrustworthy or unable to protect her. That wasn’t the case. She hadn’t felt like anyone, even the highest magic users at the school, could help, so she hadn’t wanted to worry her parents.

      “I will,” she assured him, honest this time, and gave him a second hug in the hopes that it would reassure him.

      Her mother leaned out the car window for her hug, then nudged Kiera and pointed at the other end of the parking lot, near the steps leading up to the staff building. “I see Ben over there. Which one of those two boys is the one?” She wiggled her eyebrows and didn’t get a reaction from Kiera.

      Kiera looked the way her mother had pointed and, sure enough, Ben, Ezra, and Tucker were standing together, chatting. They’d become good friends over the semester, thanks in part to Kiera. She was the glue that bound them together, in a way, so it felt odd to see them having fun without her.

      Ben was dressed in green pants, which looked a little silly, and a sky-blue top. His blond hair had streaks of blue in it now, and they matched his outfit. The color seemed a little juvenile on him since he was fully grown now and looked like an adult from afar. Blue hair suited his personality, though, so Kiera just shrugged it off. He was wildly throwing his hands about as he described something, possibly the holidays, to an amused Tucker and suspicious Ezra. Knowing Ezra, he knew by this point how Ben liked to exaggerate and dramatize everything.

      Tucker, Ezra’s best friend, was the tallest of the three and had the biggest smile. He was currently laughing at something Ben said, his darker skin offset by the bright red shirt he was wearing. His hair also had the most care put into it and was a pleasant deep brown. It looked especially good next to Ben’s obnoxious blue.

      Ezra stood out the most among the three of them, though. That might just be Kiera’s bias since she’d had a crush on him since the first time she laid eyes on him, but objectively he was quite good-looking anyway.

      He was wearing a deep green, matching Tucker’s red to create a Christmas vibe, and his brown hair was a mix between curly and wavy today. The gauntness of his cheeks and bags under his eyes, which had developed due to his worries about the serial killer, were gone. Instead, he had a full face, and his jaw seemed even stronger. He might have hit the final part of his growth spurt while he was away if that was even a thing. Kiera didn’t understand how boys grew by this point.

      “I think I can already tell which one it is,” her mother said, interrupting Kiera’s study of the three boys.

      “Oh? Because you know his parents?” Kiera asked. Ezra’s parents were part of the top 1% of magic-wielders in America. Her mother had definitely at least heard of them.

      “No. Because of the way you look at him,” her mother said sappily before patting her on the arm and leaning back in her seat. “Be good. Take care of yourself. Please call me at least every week, okay, and if there are any serial killers about, make sure you inform me right away.”

      Kiera couldn’t help laughing at that last part. Without context, it sounded like a very odd request. “I will.”

      After waving goodbye, her parents were gone. Kiera hoped they wouldn’t start arguing again in her absence but forced the thought out of her mind as she approached her friends. It was clear by this point that their conversation had veered away from Ben’s sporadic stories to something more sobering because none of them looked happy now. Even Tucker’s smile had morphed into a frown.

      As she studied Ezra, who hadn’t spotted her yet, she realized that he hadn’t looked grumpy because of Ben’s ridiculous stories. His crossed arms and furrowed brow seemed more permanent the closer she got. Something was wrong, either with him or their surroundings. She couldn’t tell which.

      “Hey,” she said hesitantly as she walked up to the group. “Everything okay?”

      Ben and Tucker’s conversation ended abruptly, and their smiles returned as they moved forward to hug her, but Ezra’s expression didn’t change. It made her heart drop as he not only didn’t smile, but his eyes seemed to darken at the sight of her. Something was seriously wrong.

      After she hugged Ben and Tucker hello, updating them on everything that had happened over the break—which wasn’t much—she stepped forward to give Ezra a hug too. As he
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