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      Three years. I just need to survive thirty-six months. 1,095 days of homework, lectures, and a roommate that probably snores. 26,280 hours before I am finally free to do whatever the hell I want.

      I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, the gravel of the expansive driveway crunching under my shoes. The car that had dropped me off pulled away behind me and I took a quick peek around at my new classmates, the first-year class of the Jourdemayne Academy of Witchcraft.

      The excitement was obvious on everyone’s faces as they got to know each other, their bags dragging behind them. I rolled my eyes and reached into the sleeve of my blouse. Held in place by a strap was a wand, eight inches long and made of stained, polished dogwood. I’d received it seven years earlier on my fourteenth birthday, two years before the normal age for a first wand. With two flicks of my wrist and a “vitae” enchantment under my breath, my suitcases lifted effortlessly off the ground.

      Jourdemayne Academy of Witchcraft looked exactly as I’d imagined. My parents had been telling me stories of those stone walls and lattice balconies since I was a little girl. I mean, technically, my father had gone to the boy’s school next door and across the river, the Bolingbroke Academy of Wizardry. But who really cares about the details?

      I took my first steps toward my new home, my bags following a few feet behind me. As I strolled, I slipped my wand back into its place and brushed my thick golden hair behind one ear. I could feel a few pairs of eyes latching onto me. They all knew how to perform the same little parlor trick, but magic, no matter how big or small, takes energy. They were probably trying to reserve theirs to be ready for whatever the first day of class would hold.

      But I wasn’t worried. I hadn’t been worried even once during the enrollment process. There are only 75 students at each of the two academies at any given time, 25 in each of the three student years. It was officially the most prestigious and exclusive college for magic in the world. But they almost guaranteed my acceptance into the program the moment I was born. Benefit number one hundred and twenty-seven of being Harper Bishop.

      The entrance to the Academy was a set of double doors that towered over my head. They stood open, inviting me in, welcoming me to a world of possibility or uncertainty or a mix of the two. The sounds of my steps changed from crunching pebbles to clapping on the stone flooring of the foyer. I breathed in the smell of old paper, potion ingredients, and the oddest mix of over a dozen different perfumes. I kind of wished all the students could just agree on the same one.

      “Greetings and welcome to the Jourdemayne Academy of Witchcraft!”

      I jumped as the voice behind me startled me from my thoughts. With my loss of concentration came the crashing of my luggage on the floor. I groaned and crouched to stuff a few shirts that fell out back into their place. I stared down the suit of armor that had surprised me. There was nothing inside the metal of course; it was just an enchantment. But I hoped the spell gave it enough humanity to know that it annoyed me.

      “Miss Bishop, would you like me to begin your tour of the academy?”

      “I’d rather just go straight to my room, thanks.” I flourished my wand again and my suitcases resumed their silent hovering.

      “As stated in your orientation papers, Miss Bishop, this tour is a mandatory part of your first day here at Jourdemayne. You may delay it in order to socialize with your classmates, but you will not be given your room assignment or class schedule until it is completed.”

      The voice was tinny and sounded like it was on the other end of a long tunnel. I resisted the urge to see what would happen if I lifted the face protector on the helmet. “Fine, take it away.”

      The suit of armor bowed and began walking stiffly down a hallway to the left of the spiral staircase that took students upstairs to where the rooms were. I followed along at a lazy pace and peeked into open doors as we passed them. It appeared this was a hallway of simple classrooms, nothing special.

      “The Jourdemayne Academy of Witchcraft has over a dozen lecture rooms ranging in size. These lecture rooms will host everything from Foundation of Potions to Advanced Magical Law. Select classes, such as Pegasus Care, will take place outside in the back lawn of the mansion.”

      The hallway hooked around to the right and then back to the right again, making a giant “U”. This hallway had all the doors closed, names carved into the doors and glowing with a supernatural golden light.

      “These are the offices. Your professors can be found here for office hours or correctional appointments.”

      I couldn’t help myself from smirking at the last part. My parents would act like it was the end of the world if I ended up in a “correctional appointment”, which were just the fancy words that meant detention. Or expulsion.

      Since we had gone in a “U” shape, I assumed we would end up back in the foyer when we reached the end of the corridor, but it actually opened up into a large dining hall with a dozen circular tables and a separate head table. The mansion was bigger inside than it looked from the outside. Right then I considered asking the suit of armor if there were maps. But he’d already started talking again with his predetermined spiel.

      “Meals will be served three times a day here in the dining hall. Outside of meal hours, your only food option is a community pantry in the kitchen through those doors. Variety is limited, so it is recommended you don’t miss your meals.”

      “Noted,” I sighed as I surveyed the stained glass windows that created rainbows on the floor and tables. The windows displayed depictions of witches and wizards of note through the ages. The window behind the head table showed a beautiful woman dressed in purple, her luscious brown hair flowing behind her as she rode on a black steed.

      The suit of armor had begun walking out of the dining hall but halted when it noticed I wasn’t following. It turned awkwardly around and seemed to glance from me to the window I was staring at and back to me again.

      “Ah, yes, Headmistress Jourdemayne herself. She rode her horse through the night to escape the town that had burned her at the stake. She concocted a combination of charms and potions to make her immune to the flames, while still appearing to have died. After faking her death, she rode free and eventually founded this Academy.”

      There was a hint of possible pride in his voice at recounting the tale that I, of course, already knew. But the suit of armor was kind of growing on me at that point, so I let it slide. It turned back to its original course and led me through more connecting corridors, escorting me past a medical wing, ingredient storage space, and a boarding room for magical pets.

      The suit lifted a creaking finger. “Remember, year one students are not permitted to keep any pets, magical or otherwise, at the Academy. During your second year, you will be given a chance to take the licensing test to acquire your license to keep cats, dogs, owls, ferrets, frogs, bats, raccoons, or horses.”

      “Does anyone actually keep a raccoon?” I raised an eyebrow in suspicion.

      “There is one. Odd fellow…” The suit’s sentence trailed off, and I had to stop myself from snorting back a laugh. Anyone who kept a raccoon was the type of person I needed to find in this place.

      I was ready to get off my feet when we returned to the foyer. I could tell other students were just beginning their tours with their own suits of armor leading the way. My guide suit finally gestured to head up the staircase to the bedrooms and I could not be happier. It had been a four-hour car drive after a six-hour flight to get to the Academy. I needed a nap. And a shower. Maybe not in that order.

      We ascended, and I was instantly overwhelmed by how many hallways and doors there were up there. But I supposed it made sense with 75 students and a collection of staff members. I followed behind the armor as it turned left, down six doors, and then faced the right-hand side of the hallway. The number 127 shimmered it golden light similar to the professor names on their office doors.

      “This will be your living space, Miss Bishop, and will continue to be yours for the duration of your stay at the Academy. You are welcome to hang posters and calendars, but do not bewitch the room in any permanent manner. You will find your class schedule on your bed. Do you have any further questions before I leave you to your new home?”

      “No,” I smiled. “You did a very thorough job.”

      “Then, once again, welcome to the Jourdemayne Academy of Witchcraft. The Headmistress, as well as the entire staff, expects great things from all the students here.”

      I nodded a final goodbye and the suit of armor trudged away without me. For a moment I wondered what would happen to him. Would his enchantment cease and the metal become lifeless? Or would I see him again roaming the halls? Would he remember me? Would he care? Should I even care?

      “Dear lords, I need some sleep.”
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      I don’t know what I expected more. Would the room would be empty, bare, basic, and pretty much boring? Or would it be opulent and grand, filled to the brim with the finest luxuries the Academy could afford?

      It was definitely the latter.

      The floor was a sleek, dark wood. But over it was a plush, soft Oriental rug. The shades of yellow and orange and red complemented the maroon walls. Two matching canopy beds draped in silk sat on either side of the room. One had a pile of clothes already strewn all over it. The other was perfectly made, not a wrinkled to be found. There were also sets of armchairs, nightstands, and desks already supplied with pens and parchment. A vase of flowers sat on one of the desks and it filled the room with a pleasant floral aroma.

      It was obvious which bed my mystery roommate had already selected, so I went to the other bed on the far side of the room and my luggage landed gently on top. Photographs of students past hung on the walls. Some of them were smiling but some of them were holding wands at the ready for a duel.

      My eyes drifted to the closet, and I became concerned. It looked awfully small. I took a few steps over to it and moved the sliding door to reveal that it had clearly been enchanted so that the contents inside had five times more space than it should have had naturally. I smirked. Perhaps my living accommodations for the next three years were not as bad as I had originally thought.

      A door to an adjoining room opened, and I jumped back startled. A girl wrapped in a towel, her hair dripping wet, made a gasping sound as she was as startled as I was. She was a very petite little thing and reminded me of how people had always described the Fae to me. She had the sense of innocent beauty that the Fae also had. She was human though. No wings were a dead giveaway.

      Her hair appeared to be a dark brown color. But since it was dripping on the floor, it would be hard to tell the true color until it dried. Her eyes were a matching hue and were wide and round as they realized who I was. She gripped the towel tighter around her, making sure that nothing was exposed.

      Oh no, I thought. It’s already starting. I can’t go one full day without having to fend off someone who knows me or my parents. I braced myself for whatever she would say next.

      “Well, this is unexpected.” She shrugged her shoulders and started going to her bed to grab her clothes. I gawked at her in disbelief. But then I kind of felt relief wash over me. She clearly knew who I was, and was excited about the fact that I was her roommate, but she wasn’t going to make a big deal out of it. At least not yet.

      She looked over her shoulder at me as she started sifting through her clothes, looking for the day’s outfit.

      “So you’re Harper Bishop. It’s very nice to meet you. My name is Olivia.”

      “Hi Olivia,” I stammered. I was at a loss for words. I wasn’t used to people being so chill around me. But I could feel the tension leave my shoulders. I moved back to my own suitcases and started unpacking my clothes into the closet that was next to the bed.

      “Oh, you’re going to need this.” She grabbed a piece of paper off her nightstand and reached across the empty space between the beds to hand it to me.

      I took it with a thank you and checked what was written on it. It was our class schedule. The first-year classes were anticlimactic, to be honest. Witchcraft History, Charms and Hexes, Medical Applications, Magical Etiquette, and a couple of others. My dad had warned me you didn’t get to the dangerous and exciting topics until the next year.

      I groaned.

      “You noticed the first class is at six in the morning?” I looked up to find Olivia grinning.

      “That seems cruel,” I noted.

      She laughed as she grabbed a handful of clothes and made her way back to the adjoined bathroom. She closed the door behind her and I listened as she clumsily changed. The door opened once again to reveal Olivia in the Jourdemayne Academy uniform.

      Dear god.

      A white button-down blouse had the school crest embellishing the right pocket. The skirt was the stereotypical red plaid that had me on the verge of gagging. Black flats accompanied the ensemble  and I hated knowing a matching uniform was in my own bag, shipped to me a month prior.

      “At least we only have to wear these to the classes,” Olivia attempted to perk me up. “I just had to know how it looked, I’d avoided trying it on at home.”

      “Smart move,” I added.

      Olivia paused, staring at me, then staring at the floor, and then back at me. She finally sat on the edge of her bed and made an apologetic pouty face.

      “Okay, I really didn’t want to ask and bug you, but what’s it like?”

      I halted my unpacking and looked at her. I don’t know if I was surprised in the sudden change in interest or disappointed that the peace hadn’t lasted very long.

      “What? Having two parents in the Warlock Alliance?”

      “No,” she laughed. “Having everyone know who you are. You can’t go anywhere without getting stopped. I wanted to not be that person, but I figure we’re going to be roommates and stuck with each other, so I should just get it out of the way. I’m rambling, aren’t I? I’ll shut up.”

      “It’s all right,” I held up a hand to calm her down. “Most people want to know about my parents. And they always want to know if I want to join the Alliance like them. Few people are interested in just me on my own, I guess. I get asked about my fashion a lot, though.”

      “I can see why.” She eyed my current ensemble, and I had to agree it was amazing. I always looked best in pink. The hot pink leather jacket was bespoke and worth a minor fortune. It was probably my favorite piece I owned. And now I’d have to trade it out for that hideous red mess during class hours.

      “So, like, obviously, you know tons about where I’m from and who I am. Tell me something about you.” Olivia didn’t seem half bad as roommates went. I guess I could be friendly.

      “Um,” Olivia looked at the ceiling as she pondered what to share. “Well, both of my parents took jobs in the non-magical world, but my high school exams showed I was rather gifted at charms. So here I am.”

      “That has to be nice,” I sighed, lounging on my bed. “You know without a doubt that you’re here on your own merits. I’ll never know if I’m just here as a Bishop. But, thankfully, I don’t even really want to be here. So does it even matter?”

      Her eyes went wide. “You don’t want to be here? The most exclusive magic academy in existence?”

      I gave her a smug smirk and a wink. “The second I graduate, I will be on a plane to Paris.”

      I got no response from her on that matter and I was more than happy to finish unpacking in silence. The only other time I heard her speak that night was when she let me know she was heading downstairs for dinner. I told her I’d find her a little later when I got down there.

      With the room to myself, I pulled out a framed picture of my parents from the very bottom of my suitcase. The silver frame encased their two beaming faces as they embraced each other, baby Harper in their arms. I was the spitting image of my mother with her golden locks and vibrant blue eyes.

      As much as I wanted to be my own person and distance myself from their gigantic shadow, I loved them. A part of me wanted to absolutely own this school and make them proud. But another glance at the class schedule and I already wanted to skip my morning gathering.

      One day down. 1,094 to go.
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      As much as I wanted to skip my very first class, I begrudgingly rolled over at 5:30 in the morning and grabbed my wand off my nightstand to wave at my alarm clock and turn it off with a muttered “Averte”. Could I have gotten my arse out of the sheets and turned it off myself? Of course. Was I going to? Hell no.

      I heard a laugh and squinted one eye open to find Olivia already dressed for the day. I had been right. Her hair was a dark brown color.

      “You look just oh so excited for class.”

      I rolled over and pulled my pillow over my eyes to block out the light from the lamp. “Don’t you know it.”

      “I’m heading down now to get a seat near the front. Do you want me to save you a seat next to me?”

      “You’re all good. I prefer something in the back, anyway.” If I were being honest, what I preferred was my bed.

      With Olivia out of the room, and everything once again peaceful, I fell back to sleep. When my alarm went off again with the backup alarm that I always set, I muttered a string of curse words under my breath and turned the clock off manually.

      I made short work of changing into my uniform, rolling up the sleeves and leaving a button on top unbuttoned. Otherwise, dear lords, it was stuffy as hell. I braided my hair over one shoulder and shifted my wand into my sleeve. I slipped into my shoes by the door and made my way to the classroom.

      With only twenty-five students in a year, and seventy-five students ever in the mansion at once, it was quiet on most of the campus when classes were in session. All the sounds of talking, laughing, and spell casting were focused on the rooms that classes were in. I knew which room I needed thanks to the schedule, but I could have just followed the noise.

      I found the correct door and opened it, not realizing I was fashionably late. The professor at the front of the class cut his sentence short and gave me a once over. I ignored his frown as I read the class title, “Charms and Hexes”, on the board behind him. His name was written there as well. Professor Alexander Deidroff. I nodded my head as I whispered a makeshift apology under my breath and spotted an empty seat towards the middle of the cluster of twenty-five first-year girls.

      And every single one was staring right at me.

      I awkwardly moved through the rows of desks to get to mine and dropped into the seat, clenching my teeth as the desk let out a loud squeal, scratching against the floor. The professor cleared his throat and continued on with his lecture. We were starting with fire magic, apparently.

      As he rambled on, I felt a pair of eyes on me. I mean, there were probably a crap ton of eyes on me, but this set, in particular, was getting noticeable. I peaked to my right and saw that the girl next to me was absolutely ogling me. She looked like Santa had just sat down next to her.

      Her dark complexion was framed with her perfectly straightened black hair. I kind of envied how good it looked. Had she done it with a straightener or was it a charm? She leaned over and started whispering, trying not to draw the attention of Deidroff as he lectured about safety when using fire charms.

      “I knew Harper Bishop was coming to Jourdemayne this year, but, like, you’re actually here. And you’re sitting next to me! I have followed you since forever. When you met the President of the Warlock Alliance and wore that color-changing gown, I lived for that.”

      The emphasis on the word “lived” was louder than she probably intended, because the professor cleared his throat again. The girl suppressed a snicker of excitement and threw a hand out.

      “My name is Savannah. Brunelle. Savannah Brunelle. I don’t know why I bothered with the last name. I know you haven’t heard of me. But I am just excited to get to finally meet you.”

      I shook her hand. I was used to that. How many hands had I shook in my eighteen years? Probably a crap ton. That’s why I never left the house without hand sanitizer. Savannah was an example of what I had been concerned Olivia would be. The hyper, excited, obsessed with everything the media says about my family, type of person. I never called anyone out on it though. It came with the territory. I wasn’t ungrateful for fans, my parents had earned their stardom, but it was a bit much sometimes.

      Savannah leaned over once more. “You know, my sister said this class uses a lot of partner work for practicing charms. I would absolutely love if you partnered with me. I could learn so much from you.”

      I nodded my head without saying anything and stared ahead. Savannah settled back into her seat and I rubbed my temple. The professor droned on about dodging a fire charm. I let his voice fade into the white noise in the background.

      I snapped back to reality and to attention when the class started shifting. I’d completely missed that it was time to pick partners for the semester. I didn’t even need to look at Savannah to know she was on the edge of her seat to claim me or have me claim her.

      “I will draw student names out of a hat. When a name is pulled, you may select your partner.”

      The professor pulled out his wand and pointed it at the top hat in the corner. Why there was a top hat in the corner of the room I will never know. It floated through the air and into his outstretched hand. Tapping the wand against the brim of the hat, a piece of paper came floating out. He squinted as he read the name on it.

      “Harper Bishop.”

      Of freaking course.

      I scratched my head as my mind rushed to think who I should pick. It elated Savannah that I had the first choice and would surely pick her. But I internally groaned at the million questions she’d probably ask me about fashion or the Warlock Alliance or the summer home on the lake. So, making up my mind, I took a deep breath and smiled as I responded.

      “I’ll take Olivia.”

      There was a dazed look on Olivia’s face, which quickly turned into a warm smile. Not a creepy, ecstatic smile, but a genuine, friendly one. Savannah, however, instantly went twenty degrees colder next to me. When her name was called three picks later, she chose the girl behind her, but her voice dripped in disappointment.

      With everyone assigned a partner, the professor clapped his hands together and his voice boomed. “Have that assignment finished for the class on Wednesday and I will see you all again tomorrow morning, bright and early.”

      The class rose, and the students went their separate ways. Some trickled out of the room, others joined up with their new partners. Olivia came over to me and I told her good morning.

      “How do you want to split up the assignment, partner?” She winked on the last word in a joking manner and I actually laughed along with her.

      But then I put on a classic “cat that ate the canary” grin. “Don’t hate me, but I totally have no clue what assignment he was talking about. I didn’t pay attention at all.”

      My revelation clearly surprised Olivia, but she waved it off. “No worries. I’ve got plenty of notes that we can go over in the room tonight. Early morning classes are the worst, aren’t they?”

      Sure, we could blame it on being early in the morning.

      As Olivia and I headed out to the next class, we passed by Savannah in the hall. I avoided eye contact with her and, for a split second, I felt bad. But, in the end, I didn’t regret my partner choice. I just hoped Olivia didn’t regret getting chosen by me.
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      My mom wasn’t lying when she said the Jourdemayne Academy of Witchcraft was a beautiful place to live. The mansion itself was impressive. But the river was even more divine.

      The Jourdemayne Academy of Witchcraft and the Bolingbroke Academy of Wizardry are next door to each other. They’re separated only by a river. Well, a river and a magical barrier that can only be opened by a professor for inter-academy events. There was a bridge across the river, but if the barrier was active, you’d just run face-first into absolutely nothing and get a nice broken nose as a souvenir.

      I’d heard rumors that they filled the river with nymphs, but I didn’t see any as I sunbathed on the bank. My purple bikini had ruffles that made me feel like a princess with my castle in the background. My large, round sunglasses protected my eyes as I attempted to get a tan.

      Where was I supposed to be at that exact second, you may ask? I think it was Magic Etiquette class. But with Olivia taking notes that I could just sneakily read later that night, there really was no point in me going. So, just like I’d done for the past week, I skipped class.

      I don’t know if the professors didn’t notice or just didn’t care. But I’d meandered into the dining hall every meal and enjoyed the grounds in between. There wasn’t quite as much to do as there was at home, but I kept myself occupied. I swam, read, scrolled through social media on my phone. It was like summer break had never ended.

      I leaned over the side of my sun lounger and picked up the sunscreen. Applying a generous layer to my arms, I watched as a fish jumped out of the water and splashed back in. I smiled as a thought formed in my mind. I grabbed my wand next to the sunscreen bottle and focused on the life that was just out of sight beneath the surface of the reflective water. I flicked my wand up repeatedly and whispered “salire” and the fish began to do the same. One after another began dancing out of the water and plopping back in, creating white noise of the water.

      I could feel myself tire just the smallest amount. It wasn’t a difficult form of magic to perform, but it definitely required more energy than levitating two small suitcases. I ended the spell and closed my eyes to focus on taking deep breaths of fresh air.

      When I opened my eyes again, I noticed I wasn’t alone. Across the river, someone was walking toward the bank. He was tall and a looker to say the least. His dark brown hair was that unkempt hairstyle that you actually have to put effort into in order to look properly messy instead of just lazy. His eyes were an emerald green that I could spot even from the opposite side of the river. He was wearing a black t-shirt and fitted denim jeans.

      I couldn’t make myself look away as he pulled his shirt off over his head and tossed it the ground. His pants soon followed, and I felt the heat rise in my cheeks. His boxers left nothing to the imagination. And damn this boy had to be a gym rat because he was ripped. I hadn’t been able to tell underneath the shirt, but now his abs were in plain, glorious sight.

      He took a running start and dove into the river, barely making a splash. He was underneath for longer than I liked and I started to wonder if a nymph had grabbed him. Thankfully, his head popped back up and he pushed his dripping hair out of his face.

      Then my phone rang.

      The screen said it was Olivia. I must have lost track of time and she was probably wondering where the hell I was at for lunch. But the sound attracted the attention of the handsome man in the river and he narrowed his eyes as he tried to get a good look at his spectator.

      “I never took Harper Bishop as the voyeurism type.”

      God, his voice rumbled in all the right ways. I silenced my phone, apologizing to Olivia in my head. I subconsciously moved my hands to fix my hair but stopped myself just in time.

      “I was really hoping this would be the one time where I wouldn’t be recognized.”

      He laughed. “Do you ever get that lucky? I know every guy over here is obsessed with you.”

      I reddened again. “Are you?”

      Fucking hell, could I control my words for once? Had I really just asked a stranger that? A handsome stranger, for sure. But holy crap.

      The look of pure surprise on this guy’s face would have been priceless if I weren’t mortified. He recovered and swam closer to my side of the river, stopping just before the midway point. Somewhere right in front of him would be that invisible force that let water and fish through, but not anything else.

      “I’d have to get to know you more,” he shrugged.

      What my dumb mouth wanted to say was ‘that can be arranged’. But thank every god above that I didn’t let it actually come out. Instead, I matched his shrug.

      “That’s a shame. Do you have a name?”

      His eyes sparkled with the reflection of the sun off the water. “Ezra Thorpe. I’m a first-year student at Bolingbroke Academy.”

      “I know that name. I guess I’m not the only celebrity here, huh Ezra?”

      The Thorpe boys were fast growing in popularity. There were five of them in total. Three had already graduated from the Academy and gone on to successful careers. One, Ezra, was just starting. And then the fifth boy, the youngest of the bunch, was still in high school. It was presumed he’d come to Bolingbroke when the time came.

      “I wouldn’t call myself a celebrity, but I’ll take it as a compliment.” He fell backward into the water and began to float.

      He could match my cockiness. I liked it. Too many attractive boys had cowered in the face of stardom, but this one wasn’t phased. If there hadn’t been an invisible, magical barrier in the middle of that lake, who knows what might have happened. My brain was sure going places it shouldn’t.

      Instead, I pulled myself into a sitting position off of my chair and grabbed my things. “I hate to leave you hanging, Mr. Thorpe. But I have a very important meeting I can’t miss. Maybe we’ll see each other again soon.”

      That important meeting was with food, but he didn’t need to know that.

      There was a look on his face I couldn’t place when he stopped floating on his back and gazed at me. Was it the surprise that I was leaving so quickly, the annoyance that I wanted to see him again, or was it the sadness that I wasn’t staying longer?

      It surprised me that I hoped it was the last one. I wasn’t the easily falling into love type. My last boyfriend had been a cosmic disaster when two years of friendship and three years of dating had turned into one night of finding him kissing Lacey Ford.

      “They’re having an inter-academy night in a few days. I hope you’ll be there.”

      I had started walking away, but I looked over my shoulder at Ezra. It seemed like he really meant it. I gave him a wink.

      Only one problem. Inter-academy events were off-limits if you didn’t attend classes. So guess who would have to get her ass up at 5:30 in the morning the next day?
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      “Are you actually going to class today?”

      “No need to sound so surprised. I take personal offense at that.”

      Olivia had just rolled out of bed to get ready for class, but I already had my uniform on, my hair done, and was pulling on my shoes. I was never ever up for class, let alone before Olivia was. But I had a mission. I needed to actually attend classes for the next few days so that no teacher would put me on the blacklist for the inter-academy night.

      The things I was doing for a boy I barely even knew.

      Then again, these were things I was supposed to be doing anyway.

      Olivia rubbed the sleep out of her eyes and I had to keep myself from laughing at her hair tangled in the most horrid fashion. It looked like a rat had nested in her brown locks.

      “Did you read my notes from the past few days for the charms and hexes class? There were some important points about safety. Today we’re finally getting to try some of the fire charms ourselves, I think.”

      I waved it off. “I’m a natural. I’ll be fine.”

      She pointed a finger at me as she grinned. “You might be a natural, but I’d bet money you’re not fireproof.”

      “I’ll meet you down there, okay? I’m grabbing some breakfast real quick.”

      I waved goodbye to Olivia and closed the door tight behind me so she could get ready in peace. The uniform didn’t look absolutely terrible on me. I pulled it off decently. I found the approved red sweater helped the ensemble. I’d left my hair to its natural waves for the day with one section pulled back in a braid and bobby pinned to the side like a half a halo.

      The mansion was starting to come to life with sounds and smells as girls woke to get ready for class. Some, like me, were hurrying down the stairs to the dining hall. There were no more than fifteen of us down there and I saw biscuits and bacon as well as fluffy eggs on the plates of those who’d gotten there before me. That would do.

      As I gobbled down my breakfast, I took in the sight of the stained glass windows. I’d been in here plenty with Olivia, but the windows were still mesmerizing. I stared at Margery Jourdemayne’s face. I could have sworn it changed sometimes, although no one else seemed to notice. Sometimes her eyes were full of fire and thirst for combat. Other times, she looked almost sorrowful to be leaving her life behind.

      I would have been late for class if I hadn’t realized everyone around me was getting up to head to their own classes. I emptied what was left on my plate into the trash can and whipped my wand out to enchant my plate to wash itself in the water basin next to the dozen other plates that were already at work. A clever way to keep down on staffing.

      Olivia hadn’t made it down to breakfast, but she was there saving a seat for me at the front of the classroom when I arrived. I wondered who normally sat next to her when I wasn’t there. I avoided eye contact with Savannah in the back. She was just as surprised as the professor was to see me there.

      As everyone settled in, the professor finished writing the day’s lesson title on the whiteboard before tapping his wand on his podium for attention. All the girls fell silent. Professor Deidroff’s glasses sat perched on the end of his long nose, his beady eyes staring us down.

      “Who’s ready to get to practice some charms?”

      Everyone began to cheer. Two weeks in and they were finally getting to practice some actual magic. The girls pulled their wands out hastily and I was impressed with the wide variety. Some were dark walnut woods while others were lighter ash or maple woods. There were varying sizes and weights and they all had small details etched into them for personalization.

      “All right, ladies. Pair off into your partner groups and try your best to safely and successfully perform the wisp charm, which I will demonstrate.”

      He straightened his spine to perfect his posture and held up both hands, his wand vertical in his right and his left moving over it as if there were an invisible ball on the tip of the wand. He concentrated mouthed the words, “Calor parvam.” A sudden burst from the wand created a hovering ball of white fire. The fire stayed above the point of his wand as he waved it around, keeping it as vertical as possible.

      “As we’ve been learning, this charm is perfect for light in dark places and scaring off demonically possessed creatures.”

      The surrounding girls nodded their heads. They’d probably been practicing the mental image they needed to conjure to obtain the result for the past few days. It wasn’t an entirely too difficult charm, but it wasn’t baby magic either.

      He shooed everyone to find their partners and begin practicing. We all took off, pushing our chairs to the edges of the room, creating a space in the middle. Olivia and I turned to each other, and she held up her wand vertically.

      “I’ll go first,” she said excitedly.

      I motioned that the floor was hers and her eyes focused on the end of her wand. Her hand started the same motion the professor had just done. In an even tone, she recited, “Calor parvam.”

      With little build-up, the wisp appeared in the air. Olivia’s eyes went wide, and she giggled as her nerves left her body. Her wisp faltered for a split second with the loss of complete concentration, but she steadied it.

      The other pairs were starting to conjure their own wisps with slightly more difficulty. But they did it nonetheless. Olivia got daring and twirled around, maintaining the wisp as she did so. I applauded, but the professor gave a stern warning to watch out her hair didn’t catch on fire.

      Her wisp disappeared, and she took a deep breath. It had probably knocked a chunk out of energy out of her. The first time performing a spell was always the worst.

      “I guess it’s my turn.”

      I pointed my wand to the ceiling and stared at the tip. My left hand rose to encircle the wand, creating a mental image of the fireball where I wanted it to appear. The words “calor parvam” left my lips. My wisp appeared even faster than Olivia’s had and I grinned. Easy peasy.

      Olivia nodded in admiration. “Not too shabby. Try to hold it while walking around.”

      “That’s too easy. I bet I could do something way cooler.”

      She frowned disapprovingly. “Harper, keep it simple, okay?”

      My wisp flickered as I waved my hand at her. I returned my concentration and began spinning my wand in a vertical circle. It looked like Olivia would have a damn heart attack as my wand pointed downwards and then back up and then down again as I continued to spin it.

      I think it caught the attention of the professor because he shouted at me not to play around in his classroom. And that’s when I lost concentration as my wand pointed downward and the fire wisp turned into a fireball that engulfed my bare hand.

      The pain was searing and sudden and I dropped my wand in surprise, a howl coming from my mouth. Everyone in the room jumped back, their wisps extinguishing. My wisp had disappeared quickly too, but not before doing its damage. I winced as I pulled my hand up and saw the burnt flesh.

      The professor was over in an instant to check my hand and my face turned a bright red as he shook his head.

      “I specifically warned you all that something like this can happen. It was in Monday’s lesson.”

      “I’m sorry, Professor Deidroff,” I mumbled, the tips of my ears turning red to match my face.

      He locked eyes with me and I knew he was probably pissed off at me. First, I didn’t show up to most classes and, now, I’d ruined the practice session. “I need you to go to the nurse’s office immediately to get this checked, Miss Bishop. Hurry now!”

      My hand felt like they had seared it on a griddle for breakfast. I held back a whimper as he released my hand and pointed me toward the door. Olivia’s face looked green as she avoided eye contact with the carnage.

      I made for the door as quick as I could but had barely made it into the hall before Savannah and her partner caught up with me. I expected she’d fawn over me and my wound and want to try to help her favorite celeb get to the nurse’s office, which I had no clue how to find.

      Instead, her face was the biggest god damn smirk I had ever seen. And my heart sunk into my stomach.

      “Oh, Harper. I thought you were the big bad witching prodigy of the school?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “It was one mistake. It could have happened to anyone.”

      “But it happened to you. And you know why. Ever since school has started, you’ve been slacking. I almost thought you’d dropped out because I hadn’t seen you for days. But, nope, you’re still here. And, honestly, I’m realizing just how pathetic you are.”

      My jaw dropped. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Some people actually put in the effort. You should try it.”

      If my hand hadn’t been a blistering mess right then, I’d have bitch-slapped this chick so hard she’d wake up next week. But I settled for words instead.

      “And to think you were groveling to be my friend. I’d think that’s pathetic, not messing up a spell on the first try.”

      Savannah snorted. “I did grovel, and I am embarrassed I did so. Because you’re not the witch I thought you were. I don’t need you to be my friend.”

      And without giving me a chance to have the last word, Savannah turned around and headed back into class. I absolutely refused to cry. So I hurried as fast as I could to find the nurse’s station.
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      I hadn’t changed out of my pajamas in two days. I should note that wasn’t my record, not by a long shot, but I felt gross nonetheless. My hand was bandaged tightly while an enchanted salve worked away at the deep burn. I stared at it in disgust as Olivia came out of the bathroom.

      “You should go, Harper. You haven’t been to class since the accident and people are whispering about it.”

      “They aren’t whispering. I can hear them all the way down the damn hall, Olivia. I can’t go.”

      She strode across the room and took a seat on the edge of my bed, her hand resting on my shoulder. “You have to move past this eventually.”

      “And I will. Eventually.”

      She frowned and gave a long, low sigh, backing away. “Okay, I’ll be right back here to check on you as soon as it’s over.”

      I couldn’t even muster a reply as she walked out of the room, pausing to give me one last chance to reconsider. But it wasn’t going to happen. There was no way in hell I could attend the inter-academy banquet with my hand wrapped up and my classmates talking about the complete failure I was.

      I wondered for a second if Ezra would miss me. Probably not. If he did, he’d quickly lose the feeling once he heard about what happened in class. Even worse, according to Olivia, Savannah had been running her big mouth to the rest of the girls about our spat in the hallway.

      Downstairs, the guys and gals of the two neighbor academies would gather in the banquet hall to eat together, perform enchantments together, and just generally socialize. The barrier would be up for the night, freely allowing the boys to cross the bridge over the river. There’d be more such gatherings throughout the semester, but my somber ass wasn’t too hopeful of attending any of them.

      I grabbed the bottle of pain meds next to me and opened it to grab three pills. Two was the correct dose, but I just told myself the third was for my wounded pride. God, I am so dramatic.

      As the medicine kicked in and the hallway grew quiet, I nodded off into a light sleep. Thankfully, I didn’t dream of anything. I’d have hated to see what my imagination came up with.

      But then there was a noise. It wasn’t the sound of the students or the professors walking up and down the hallway. No, it was higher pitched and distinct. It didn’t sound like anything I’d heard in the academy the entire time I’d been there.

      It was cats.

      Or kittens to be more precise. They were squeals of young kittens seeking attention, rather than the deeper meow of an older cat. There were a few of them, but I couldn’t pinpoint how many. And they were loud.

      Dogs were a normal sound. Those seemed to be the popular magical pet of choice for the second and third-year students who had obtained their magical creatures license. It was trendier than the stereotypical witch with a cat. So I hadn’t seen a single feline yet. So why were kittens getting increasingly louder in my head?

      I paused. In my head? No, that can’t be right. But that’s exactly how it seemed. I could tell they were in a general direction, but the sound was too loud and too clear to not be in my head. I pulled the blanket back and stood up, my bare feet cold on the wood floor. I grabbed my robe off the armchair in the corner and slipped my feet into my slippers. I needed to find these kittens.

      I followed the sound down the hallway, past a maze of doors, and into an adjacent hallway that I hadn’t seen before. It looked empty and a glance inside a couple of the rooms showed they hadn’t been used in ages. That is if the cobwebs were any sign. The crying was getting louder and louder.

      I ambled down the dimly lit hallway, checking every room as I went. A few were locked, and I hoped the kittens weren’t in one of those. But, luckily, it seemed I found the right room with an unlocked door.

      The door creaked from lack of use as I opened it and peered inside. It had been a classroom at one point with a large chalkboard and a collection of chairs. But the potted plant in the corner was wilted and brown. I spotted something moving in the dark in the far corner underneath a desk, but couldn’t make out exactly what it was. I tiptoed inside to investigate.

      The meowing had become headache-inducing at that point. It was like a siren or a car alarm that wouldn’t stop blaring. It only silenced when I got on my hands and knees, awkwardly avoiding using my burnt hand, and came nose to nose with three adorable kittens.

      They were the cutest damned things I had ever seen. People think babies are cute, but, let’s be honest, they’re ugly. They’re chubby raisins that leak all sorts of nasty. These little fluff balls instantly tugged at my heartstrings and I let out an audible “awww”.

      They looked up at me with large, round blue eyes, blinking away as they stared in curiosity. Their fur was a pure white color and thick and fluffy. Their noses and ears were a pale pink like a ballerina’s tutu.

      “Well, hello there. How did you end up in here by yourselves?” I whispered to them.

      It was a genuine question, however. Their eyes were fully open as were their ears. They were sitting up on their own, although it didn’t seem they were crawling around too much just yet. Based on what I knew about kittens, since my mom had fostered a few in the past, these babies were around two weeks old.

      So how had they survived two weeks? I didn’t think I’d seen a mama cat around. And none of the students at the school had said anything about having kittens. But cats this age needed to be bottle-fed by hand every few hours. Who had been doing that? Had anyone?

      I gingerly reached out a hand and allowed the kittens to sniff it before trying to pet them. I took turns petting each one, and each one began to purr. I couldn’t help but smile as I watched them. Even before I admitted it to myself, I knew I would have to take care of them.

      School just got a little more interesting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Do you know how hard it is to sneak kitten formula into a magic academy? Really fucking hard. I had to order it online, mail it to the academy P.O. Box in town, go into town under the watchful eye of a snoopy professor, get my box of kitten formula, and then get it back to the academy without anyone asking questions and miraculously without it spoiling.

      I’d started feeding the three kittens six times a day, sneaking to the abandoned hallway in between classes and sometimes missing my own meals. Olivia had grown suspicious at one point, but I convinced her it was just because I didn’t enjoy being around the other students. Olivia was a lifesaver bringing me food from the dining hall when I couldn’t go.

      The professors appreciated the change though. I was attending all my classes for once. I didn’t want them to become suspicious of me, so I went in, paid minimal attention, and got out. The kittens were always on my mind.

      The one weird thing, or I guess one of many weird things, was that I hadn’t heard them meow since the day I found them. The sound had been so loud that first night. But everything had been silent since then.

      Feeding them was a nightmare that I strangely enjoyed. I’d be bottle feeding one while the other two clawed and climbed my legs and uniform skirt. I started wearing thick, black leggings to hide the scratches. By the time I was done, the floor was spotted with formula and so were the kittens. They were messy eaters to say the least.

      I’d given them names as they developed distinct personalities that I began to recognize and distinguish them by. One was a boy I called Purrfessor because he always seemed to be batting around the other two as if he were ordering them around. Then there was the other boy that I named Winston because my mother named a foster kitten that once and I just thought it was freaking adorable. He napped the most and seemed to stay out of any squabble the other two kittens got into. The last kitten was a girl I dubbed Bubbles because she kept blowing bubbles in her food when I left some out in a dish, attempting hopelessly to get them to eat on their own.

      About a week after finding the kittens, I went to class just as I’d done dutifully for once. It should have been a perfectly normal day, but nothing ever goes as I plan. I was in for not one, but two surprises.

      I had fed the cats before arriving in class, but I counted the minutes in the back of my mind until I’d have to run out at the end of class and go feed them again. My counting must have caused me to not notice who was in front of me and I knocked shoulders rather hard with Savannah.

      She’d had a pile of books in her arms that came crashing down to the floor in every direction. Her mouth was open in shock as she locked narrowed eyes with me. I put up my hands in a motion of surrender.

      “I’m so sorry, I didn’t even see you there.”

      Her lips pursed before she started yelling at me. “So now you’re pretending I’m not even here? That’s real mature, Harper. What a way to handle your problems.”

      I scoffed. “That’s not even close to what I meant. The world doesn’t revolve around you. I literally, 100%, honestly didn’t see you there.”

      Savannah was seeing red, and I knew I was making it worse. But dear god I was nowhere near close to being willing to give up and let her win if she wanted to be like that.

      “When you’re ready to be civil, Harper, let me know. Until then, I don’t talk to self-obsessed, entitled, brats who honestly do think the world revolves around them. Or, I guess, their parents.”

      Game. Fucking. On.

      I lunged forward and tackled Savannah so fast that she didn’t have time to react. We were witches. Intelligent and gifted witches at that. You’d have to be to end up at the Jourdemayne Academy. But there we were, clawing at each other on the floor of the classroom with just our hands and nothing else. Okay, maybe a knee or an elbow were also involved.

      I had the element of surprise, but Savannah quickly recovered and threw me down to get on top. She went for a punch and I moved my head just in time for her fist to meet the floor. She howled in pain and I grabbed her hair to try to get her off me. I was rewarded with an elbow to the nose which smarted big time.

      “Ladies, this is unacceptable!” The shrill voice of Professor Nguyen should have been enough to separate us, but we kept going at it. Other students had come into the room to catch a glimpse.

      The professor tried yelling for a minute longer and realized it was no use. She pulled her wand out and crossed her arms in an X before pulling them apart quickly. Her voice boomed as she chanted, “Separatis Duae!” Her spell sent both of us flying to opposite sides of the room, suddenly stuck to the wall by an invisible force.

      The professor seethed as she eyed us both. She was a normally gentle woman, getting up there in years. Her grey hair curled around her round face. “That is no way for two students of this fine school to behave. You are an embarrassment. Both of you are going to my office right now. If I hear a single word out of either of you, I will not hesitate to take disciplinary action.”

      The invisible force disappeared when the professor released the spell and I slid back to the floor. I straightened out my uniform and tried to fix my hair before following Professor Nguyen out of the classroom. Savannah followed behind a few feet, keeping a distance from my fists.

      We reached an office marked in glittering gold letters and stepped inside to find a variety of herbs and plants. The amount of green in the room was overwhelming. I had heard Professor Nguyen was fond of growing her own organic, rare potions ingredients. But this was more than I could have imagined.

      She motioned hurriedly to two chairs and Savannah and I took our seats. The professor sat on the edge of her desk and crossed her arms as she looked us over in disapproval. She was a homely woman, but I think that stemmed from the fact she couldn’t give two shits about what people thought about her appearance. Her dress was stained with dirt from gardening and her hair looked like it hadn’t been professionally cut in ages. Not that I was going to say anything about it. I was in enough trouble as it was.

      “I don’t want to hear anything from either of you two about who started it or why. I don’t care. Fighting in any form is strictly prohibited at the Jourdemayne Academy.”

      Savannah was silent next to me. But if she was like me, I knew she wanted more than anything to tell why she was right and I was wrong. I had to fight hard not to open my big mouth.

      “Since this is both of your first offenses, however, I will go light on your punishments. Only this time.”

      We nodded our heads like children being scolded by a parent for drawing on the walls.

      “You’ll spend the rest of the day tending to my office garden. Each of these plants has a specific set of needs and a care routine. I’ve written everything down on the folded paper on the desk in the corner. When I come back to this office tonight, I expect to find each and every one trimmed, watered, fertilized, and cared for to perfection. And you will do all of this without a peep. Is that understood?”

      Another synchronized nod and the professor giggled so quietly as she left the room that I almost wondered if I heard her right. As soon as she shut the door behind herself, I turned to face Savannah and opened that big fat mouth again.

      And absolutely nothing came out.

      Savannah furrowed her eyebrows in confusion at the fact that my lips moved but no sound came out. Then she replied. Or at least tried. Her lips moved too, but not a peep was made. And by the utter shock on her face, I knew she wasn’t faking it to make fun of me.

      I internally groaned when I recognized the charm our dear professor was utilizing. I grabbed a piece of scratch paper off the desk and scribbled furiously, holding my note up for Savannah to squint and read.

      “Prof enchanted room. No sound when door is closed.”

      I watched as Savannah read it and her eyes went wide. I tested my theory by squeezing past some plants and walking to the door, opening it just a tiny crack. I then whispered and sound finally escaped. I closed the door again and suddenly I was voiceless again.

      It was impressive, I’ll give the professor that.

      And that’s how I spent six hours doing everything from fertilizing plants with beetle manure to cutting off poisonous pink flowers from a rare magical cactus. It was an interesting day, and I learned a lot. But never will I ever do anything like that again. If I ended up in that room again, I’d beg for expulsion.

      Savannah and I didn’t even look at each other when the professor came back and freed us. We went separate directions down the hallway and that was that.

      And it also was when I realized I hadn’t fed the kittens in over six hours.

      I ran so fast down that hallway; I was sure I’d slip and die. But I made it to that dreaded abandoned hallway in record time and burst into the room. I sighed in relief when I saw the three of them sleeping in their little corner. They woke up at my grand entrance, however, and they looked pissed off if that’s possible for a kitten.

      “I know, I know, I’m sorry,” I stupidly talked to animals. “You wouldn’t believe the day I’ve had.”

      I got their formula ready and went to grab the first kitten. What I got as my reward was Bubbles sinking her teeth into the soft flesh of my hand, in between my pointer finger and my thumb. And damn did her teeth go deep.

      I howled at the pain but made sure I didn’t drop the kitten as I flinched. I checked the wound and cringed to find it was bleeding rather profusely. I grabbed one of the wash clothes I had stored in the room and applied pressure, but hurried and fed the kittens, avoiding their tiny jaws of doom.

      With all three bellies full, I checked the bite again, and it didn’t look any better. I couldn’t go to the nurse or she’d know something was up, so I’d have to do my best to clean it out in my bathroom sink. I glared at the adorable puffballs.

      “I don’t appreciate that, guys. I’ll be back tomorrow, but, I swear to god, if you bite me again, I will bite back.”

      They didn’t seem to care about my idle threat in the least. So I stormed off and tended to my wounds for the second time in the semester.
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      Legally, I’m not old enough to drink yet. But, just between you and me, I’m no stranger to what it feels like to wake up with a hangover. But I hadn’t had a drop of liquor at the academy. So why in the hell did I wake up with a pounding headache and the feeling that the room was spinning? The contents of my stomach were threatening to evacuate, and I focused on taking deep breaths.

      I groaned as I tried to cover my head with a blanket, but Olivia was there to pull it back off. She glared at me with the same look of disappointment my mom had mastered.

      “There is no way I can go to class today. I feel like I’m going to throw up.” My voice was hoarse and my throat felt raw.

      Olivia crossed her arms. “As much as I’d like to agree...Harper, you’re on thin ice with the professors.”

      I placed my hand against my forehead to see if I had a fever. I didn’t notice one, but that didn’t mean much. I don’t think you can even check your own temperature that way.

      “Why?” I asked, grimacing.

      “Do you really want me to list them off? Let’s see.” She started counting on her fingers. “You skipped a crap ton of classes, caught yourself on fire by goofing off, and then you got into a fight yesterday in front of everyone.”

      “Okay, you might have a point. But they wouldn’t actually kick me out, would they?”

      Olivia sat on the edge of my bed and felt my forehead for herself. “Being a Bishop got you in. But you have to be careful. Just trudge through the classes for today and then I’ll try to get you some soup and medicine from the nurse.”

      I had been attempting to pull myself out of bed, but I gave up and plopped back down on top of my pillows. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Crash and burn probably,” she shrugged.

      It was like an Olympic sport to get myself dressed for the day without hitting the floor. But, with my clothes properly on, I forced myself to trek to class. As I walked through the doorway, I felt a wave of nausea wash over me. My internal body temperature seemed to switch rapidly between ice cold and blazing hot. The lights in the room flared far too bright for my eyes and my skin felt like it was on fire. That odd, prickly feeling you get when your leg falls asleep was creeping over my entire body.

      I winced and staggered as I felt the pain in my hand grow stronger, radiating heat. I glanced at the bite and could have sworn it was almost glowing, each dark dent in the skin becoming easy to see. But I shook my head. Now I was hallucinating. I saw an open seat in the front and prepared myself to let go of the support of the door frame.

      As soon as my hands were off something sturdy and stable, the world around me lurched and I fell to the floor with a resounding thud. My vision was blurry, but I heard girls scream and footsteps thunder around me. Professor Quinn leaned over me as my head lolled from side to side. She was trying to ask me something but I couldn’t hear. All the sounds were blurring together into a loud roar in my ear.

      I couldn’t move my body as everything went pitch black.
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      I was awake. But I didn’t open my eyes, not yet. There was too much to process, even without adding sight to the equation. Because, when I moved my fingers, the sheets felt different. They didn’t feel like regular sheets. It was like I could feel every individual fiber.

      And the smells. Holly freaking hell. Ever since I got to the academy, all the different perfumes had fused together into one scent. But now I could smell each of them individually as if each scent was a separate tendril that I could pick out one at a time. I could identify a rose one here and a sandalwood one there. It was too much.

      I took a deep breath and opened my eyes slowly.

      I gasped.

      There were tiny dust particles floating everywhere in the air. It’s like when you look through a beam of light. But I could see them even in the darker corners of the nurse’s office. I wasn’t in my own bed. They must have brought me there and kept me there for the night.

      I could hear breathing. It was as if someone was right next to me. But then I identified it as the nurse sitting at her desk in the far corner. She looked up and smiled warmly and I cringed as I heard every movement like it was blaring from a stereo.

      “What happened to me?” My voice sounded too loud. I could hear my own heart quickening its pace.

      “You must have just caught a bug, dear. You seem all better now.”

      I felt better, yes. The headache and dizziness were all gone. But this was not normal by a long shot. The nurse didn’t seem to notice any of it, however. My hand went to my head to adjust my hair, and I paused.

      There was a small bump on the top of my head. And when I continued to explore with my fingers, there was another one. They weren’t large bumps and probably couldn’t be seen with my thick hair, but they were there nonetheless. What the hell?

      And then there was a voice, loud and clear.

      You’re awake. It took you long enough.

      I froze and glanced at the nurse, but she didn’t seem to be bothered by the smooth, sultry female voice. Who was it coming from?

      You need to come quickly so we can discuss our arrangement going forward.

      Another voice, male this time. It was melodic and charming. Again, the nurse didn’t react.

      “Did you hear that?”

      “Hear what, dear?”

      My heart dropped. Was I just going absolutely bat shit crazy? I wasn’t ruling it out just yet.

      Harper, please do hurry. I’m starving.

      There was absolutely no fucking way. I whipped the sheets back and got out of the bed, hurrying to the door. The nurse looked startled and tried to chase after me, telling me I had to be checked one more time, but I was already out in the hallway. I started jogging, not realizing I was in pajamas and no shoes, getting all sorts of strange looks from students.

      My mind was racing as I turned down one hall and then another. I came upon my own room and crashed into Olivia as she stepped out into my path. She let you a shriek of surprise and I apologized to her profusely as I continued past. She wrinkled her brow, confusion etched on her face as I didn’t even slow.

      There were three voices in my head, two guys and one girl. And the coincidence was way more than I felt comfortable with.

      I ended up in the hallway where I kept the kittens and I paused at the door, not wanting to confirm what I feared. I cracked it open and the three kittens were sitting there in the middle of the floor, their ears perked up and their eyes latched onto me.

      Bubbles tilted her head as the woman’s voice invaded my mind again.

      There you are, Harper. You were out for quite a while; we were concerned about you. We understand the connection can take quite a toll on the human body.

      I’m losing my mind, I thought.

      No, you’re not, a male voice replied. It concerned me that I could tell, without asking, that it was coming from Winston.

      Look, Purrfessor chimed in, I don’t have time for this. I’m hungry. I require you to feed me.

      Bubbles nodded her head. That’s why I bit you, Harper. You were late in feeding and we became concerned. As our guardian, one of your responsibilities is keeping us fed. By biting you, I’ve solidified your connection to us. That’s why you can hear us.

      And that’s why I expect you won’t be late again, Purrfessor growled.

      How did I react to my three orphaned kittens speaking to me telepathically? Well, probably just like any normal human would.

      I screamed.

      And then I fucking bolted.

      I could hear the kittens, with surprisingly mature voices, yelling for me to come back, but I wanted to be anywhere but there. Damned to hell if they were hungry. I found my room and ran inside, slamming the door behind me and clicking the lock into place.

      Too many sounds. Too many smells. Too many dust particles. Too many voices in my head. I huddled in the corner and dropped to the floor, wrapping my arms around my knees as my body began to shake. I wanted to fight everything I was feeling and not cry, but I couldn’t stop the tears from falling.

      Someone tried to open the door only to find it locked, and I jumped in surprise. I’d heard footsteps, but I didn’t know who they belonged to. The mystery person tried the door again before there was a pause and then the sound of a key in the lock.

      The door swung open and Olivia looked around confused. She spotted me bawling my eyes out in the corner and flew across the room to come check on me.

      “Harper, Harper, calm down. What’s wrong?”

      I shook my head and sniffled. “You wouldn’t believe me.”

      She wrapped her arms around me and pulled me in for a hug. The smell of her fruity perfume was overwhelming and I could feel every strand of her hair grazing my skin.

      “You can tell me anything, Harper.”

      I focused on slowing my breathing, taking the extra second to contemplate whether to tell her. On one hand, I definitely needed to vent to someone, or I was going to explode. On the other hand, however, three kittens talking to you telepathically isn’t normal, even for witches. The icing on the cake was that I did not have my magical creatures license, so I could also be expelled for keeping kittens secretly.

      “I have three kittens in an abandoned classroom that I’ve been feeding.” The words tumbled out quickly. It was as if I were concerned that if I didn’t get them all out at once, I’d lose courage halfway through the sentence.

      Olivia pulled back and furrowed her eyebrows. “That’s not that big a deal. I don’t see what the problem…”

      “They’ve started talking to me telepathically.”

      I’m surprised Olivia’s jaw didn’t break from dropping so fast. She blinked a couple of times and I could almost hear the gears in her head grinding away, trying to fully process what I had just dropped on her.

      She straightened her spine and her expression and voice conveyed that her mind was made up on what to do. “Take me to them.”

      “What? Why? I don’t want to go back there.”

      Olivia grabbed my shoulders and stared at me intently. “I think I might be able to help. You have to trust me, Harper.”

      I wanted to fight back and say hell to the no, but I needed answers. Olivia was definitely far more attentive in class, and she’d rambled on enough over the semester about her high school genius test levels or something like that, so she might have an idea how to fix whatever was happening to me.

      I couldn’t get myself to say yes or say that I’d take her. I could only nod my head in the slightest and Olivia helped me off the floor.

      Time to go visit the telepathic kittens.

      I never thought I’d say that sentence.
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      The most annoying part of this whole ordeal was that the kittens’ voices were the same volume level no matter how far away from them I got. They had been rambling in my head during the entire walk back to the godforsaken room, Olivia two steps behind me. It pissed them off that I hadn’t fed them like a good obedient guardian or whatever they called me.

      I opened the door for Olivia and she stepped inside, her eyes going wide at the sight of the kittens. They surveyed her from head to toe and then simultaneously turned to me. There were mixed reactions to their surprise visitor.

      Who is she? Bubbles sounded excited.

      What is she doing here? Purrfessor sounded anything but.

      Are you going to feed us now? I could almost hear Winston’s stomach growl in his thoughts.

      I hadn’t realized Olivia was staring at me as I was transfixed on the kittens who were both annoying the shit out of me and making me question my sanity. This was new territory for the both of us.

      “Are they talking to you right now? Telepathically?”

      “Unfortunately,” I groaned.

      Well, that’s just rude. Purrfessor grumbled. You should feel honored that we talk to you at all.

      “He’s saying I should feel honored that they talk to me,” I complained to Olivia. It surprised me when she laughed. I thought we were still in the terrified stage of this discovery. But she had a wide grin on her face.

      “You actually should feel honored, Harper. These are Hell Cats.”

      “Pardon Me?”

      Oh, good, she knows what we are, Bubbles giggled. Her voice was a deeper, silky woman’s voice, so the giggle was slightly off-putting.

      Olivia hadn’t heard Bubbles’ voice, so she started talking, slightly overlapping with the other voice. “Hell Cats are ancient magical creatures, supposedly existing long before humans ever harnessed magic. The Critters Club talked about them briefly in a meeting a couple of weeks ago.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Hold up. There are clubs at this school and I was completely oblivious to that fact?”

      Olivia’s hands rested on her hips as she raised a questioning eyebrow. “Would you have even gone?”

      “Touche,” I replied. “What else do you know about them?”

      Olivia shook her head, but also crouched on the floor to inspect the kittens thoroughly. Winston took a cautious, wobbling step forward to sniff her face, but the other two kept a safe distance.

      “We didn’t talk about them for too long. But I know they’re supposedly demons trapped inside feline bodies. These cats will have a millennium of knowledge and experience at their disposal. And when fully grown…they have unimaginable strength and powers.”

      Winston began to purr as if he enjoyed the thought of his full-grown form.

      I crossed my arms. “What are they doing here then?”

      Olivia shrugged. “I’m not sure. Sometimes Hell Cats are enchanted and bound to a place to protect it. When the enchantment senses an incoming threat, the Hell Cats appear as kittens. They select a guardian to protect them until they come into their powers and can fend off the danger. It wouldn’t be outside of the realm of possibilities that Jourdemayne Academy has such an enchantment.”

      As we said, we chose you. Bubbles locked eyes with me as she spoke in my mind. You are our guardian. Danger is coming, but we are not ready yet. You must help us save the school.

      I dropped my arms as fear washed over me. “They said they chose me to help them save the school.”

      Olivia stood again and gazed into the distance, deciding what was the best course of action. “Hell Cats are able to inherently choose worthy guardians. They must know something about you that makes you the right choice.”

      I took a step back from the kittens. My mind was racing and my tongue was going numb. It was too much. “I’m barely a below-average student at this school. I can’t save it. I don’t want to save it. I don’t want any of this. My mind should be my one safe place and the kittens or demons or whatever they are are invading it.” I ran my fingers through my hair, groaning. “Olivia, you know so much about them, you take them.”

      That is not how this works, Purrfessor roared in my head. We have chosen you, you have no choice.

      “Shut up!” I screamed at the kitten. “Just shut the hell up! Olivia, please.”

      Olivia’s face was a mix of fear and excitement. “I don’t know if it works like that, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to take them. There’s so much that witches and wizards don’t know about them.”

      I threw my hands up in the air in surrender. “Then congratu-fucking-lations. You can have them. I’m washing my hands of this.”

      Without waiting for another word from Olivia, I stormed out of the room. All three of the kittens were wailing at me within my mind and I internally screamed back at them. At one point, I simply gave one continuous screech in my head to try to drown them out. But they didn’t shut up for another four hours. And that was after I’d taken some sleeping medication from the nurse and curled up under my covers. I didn’t come out from under them all night, not even when I heard Olivia come back inside.

      For the second time that day, I cried. And cried. And cried. I swear I’m not that much of a crier. But the entire situation was insane. And coming from someone who uses magic on a daily basis, that’s saying a hell of a lot. Animals didn’t talk, let alone telepathically.

      Can’t I just have one normal thing happen in my life?

      Unfortunately, I had said that in my head as a silent thought, which meant the three kittens heard and the talking began yet again.
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      I’d officially survived a month at the Jourdemayne Academy of Witchcraft. When I’d arrived on the first day, I’d fully imagined coasting through, avoiding fans, and graduating as quickly as possible to be on my plane to anywhere. Now here I was with barely any friends, failing miserably in class, and struggling to get ready for the Family Visitation Day with my newfound senses.

      Thankfully, it was like my body had adjusted to the heightened smell, sight, touch, taste, and hearing. There wasn’t a sense of overloading anymore, which was a godsend. The cause of most of my trouble was sorting through all the things I could detect that I couldn’t before.

      Like the fact that Olivia’s shampoo was such a fake strawberry scent that it was absolutely disgusting. I figured she’d be upset if I tried to switch it out for her though. In just a few days, I had already developed the ability to identify students by their perfumes from two hallways over. It only came in handy to avoid professors for classes I’d missed from my breakdown.

      Meals were also interesting. Every single ingredient stood out in the dishes. I discovered I really hated cilantro, which I oddly did not mind before. Again, didn’t have much use for that power just yet. The only thing I could do with it was annoying the cooks.

      I had to assume these were supposed to be cat senses or something. They happened when the Hell Cats bit me, so it made sense, no pun intended. If this was how cats lived, I’d hate to find out what cat food was like. Having that every single day must be a nightmare.

      I also was just going to ignore the bumps growing on my head for my own sanity. Because I was becoming absolutely fucking terrified that they might be cat ears forming. I hated hats; I really didn’t want to have to wear them for the rest of my life. Maybe there was a spell to remove cat ears?

      Family Visitation Day. I’d kind of forgotten it was coming. It’s the day in the year that immediate family can come to visit students, tour the academies, and see what is being taught. And that meant Mr. and Mrs. Bishop were coming to the Jourdemayne Academy of Witchcraft. A suit of armor had come to my room the day before to alert me regarding the security protocols that were in place to keep the press out. I think I could count on my hand the number of times my parents were out in public without an audience.

      I made my way down to the grand entryway of the academy where the other students were already congregated, waiting for their own families to arrive. I stood on the top step and took a steadying breath as I saw a line of cars appear in the distance through the open doors. They grew closer and closer and I finally spotted my parents’ high-end white sedan. The cars pulled up one by one, parents and siblings stepping out to run up to this student or that student. But I slowly realized none of them were going inside.

      The number of people on the steps was increasing and some parents couldn’t help themselves from staring in my direction. But, much to my surprise, I stopped caring when my mother and father gracefully slid out of the backseat of their car. I hadn’t realized just how much I’d missed them.

      My father stepped out first, dressed in slacks and a gray sweater. His light brown hair was combed back sleekly and his emerald eyes were piercing against his tan complexion. He was a slender man, but it was all well-toned muscle. He brushed the wrinkles from his shirt and held out a hand for my mother to take as she stepped out.

      I saw her hand first, a dainty, ivory pale, well-manicured hand that could have been from a statue. Her feet were next, and I smiled when I saw she was wearing the dark purple heels I had given her for Christmas the year before. She finally slid out and looked absolutely stunning in a grey pencil skirt and purple button blouse that matched the shoes. Her blonde hair was thick and framed her sharp cheekbones. Her blue eyes were the same deep ocean blue as mine, but hers were perfectly outlined with eyeliner and mascara, a hint of blush popping on her cheeks.

      Hand in hand, they walked up the steps of Jourdemayne and my mother squealed when she finally laid eyes on me. She opened her arms wide, and I happily accepted the invitation for a hug. I pulled back to give my father a hug as well and the smell of his cologne reminded me of home.

      When I pulled away, I noticed two animated suits of armor were ushering people inside. My father studied them curiously.

      “We didn’t have those at Bolingbroke,” he remarked.

      My mother scoffed. “Bolingbroke is bland compared to Jourdemayne, dear. I remember hijacking the enchantment on those suits so I could use them to spy on people. Jenny Hawkins never figured out how I knew so many secrets about her.”

      Florence Bishop giggled, and I simply enjoyed watching her do so. My father, Abner Bishop, stuck his hands in his pockets. He was a quiet type. He helped balance my mother’s over the top attitude.

      “So tell me, cookie. Have you gotten yourself into any trouble yet?” My mother winked.

      I rolled my eyes at my nickname. “You don’t want to know half of it, mom. Things have been a little crazy here.”

      “You must tell me sometime when your father isn’t around. Girls need to keep their secrets. Now,” she added, clapping her hands together. “I am starving. Let’s get some food.”

      Her left hand grabbed me and her right hand grabbed my father. Taking the lead, she dragged us inside, already knowing the way to the dining hall. Every room and hallway we entered, she’d tear up and sniffle at some long-ago memory. I blushed as people watched her get emotional over a horrid painting of what I think was supposed to be a mermaid. It looked more like the Kraken.

      “I remember sneaking through these halls and heading out to the river to meet your father.”

      “Your tone is way too scandalous for my comfort,” I groaned.

      My father waved it off. “I figured out a spell to get jewelry and other small gifts through the barrier. Your mother used to love that trick.”

      When we got to the dining hall, we found that they’d cooked up a special meal for all the visiting family. There was pasta and meatballs for the adults and students and pizza and fries for any younger siblings. I wondered how many of Ezra’s brothers had come to visit at the academy across the river.

      I found a corner table to sit down and eat, my mom and dad catching me up on everything that was happening back home. Apparently, they’d had a crazy hunt for a sasquatch that was killing town folk in the woods of Michigan. And right after they took it down, they found its cave and a whole mess of magic artifacts it had been hoarding. They were flying out to the Warlock Alliance headquarters the following week to receive awards of honor. Again.

      I felt bad for one student because her mother had been intently focused on us and the story for twenty minutes, not listening to a thing her daughter said. My parents completely ignored the poor lady. Business as usual I suppose.

      I went to take another bite of my pasta and paused. There was a strange feeling in my gut. It was similar to butterflies, but different too. It felt like a tug, telling me to go somewhere. I dropped my fork onto my plate as all the hairs on my arms stood on end and my muscles tensed up.

      My father frowned. “Harper, are you okay?”

      My heart was racing as this sensation took over. I suddenly had an intense urge to find the kittens. I could just tell something was horribly wrong.

      “Could you excuse me for just a minute? I forgot about something in my room, I’ll be right back.”

      As I stood, my mother also began to get up from the table. “Oh, I’d love to see your room, cookie.”

      “No!” I shouted it a bit too loudly, and all eyes were suddenly on me, my mom clearly confused by my reaction. “It’ll only be a minute, I swear. I gotta go.”

      And without another word, I hurried out of the dining hall, leaving my parents alone. I ran as fast as I could up the stairs and around the hallways until I got to the kitten hallway. My heart dropped when I saw the door was already wide open. I burst inside and nearly screamed when I saw a small boy grabbing Bubbles by her tail. The other kittens were hissing, but the child didn’t seem to care. He had to be a sibling of one of the students.

      “Hey! Stop that right now!”

      The boy, startled, spun around and let go of Bubbles. For a moment, I was concerned the boy would burst into tears. But he just ran past me and back down the hallway to find his family. I fell to my knees and picked up Bubbles, giving her a once over.

      Oh, god, oh, god. Please be okay.

      I’m fine, Harper, Bubbles replied in my mind. You came just in time. Your connection to us is stronger than I thought.

      Olivia is supposed to be watching you guys.

      Purrfessor chimed in. She can’t sense us like you can. Sure, she’s been feeding us and trying desperately to talk to us, but she’ll never have the connection. We can only make it once.

      I frowned. So I’m the only one who can truly protect you then?

      And protect the school, Winston purred.

      Fuck.

      Watch your language, Bubbles nipped my hand playfully.

      “Harper?” I glanced over my shoulder to find Olivia standing in the doorway. “I heard you screaming. Are the kittens okay?”

      I nodded and swallowed hard on what I was about to say. “They are. And they will be. Because I think I have to watch over them.”

      She furrowed her brows. “But you hated them just a few days ago. What made you change your mind so quickly? I can take care of them, Harper, it’s fine.” She was starting to ramble. I knew it was breaking her heart that I was taking them back so quickly. But she’d have to understand.

      I stood up, still holding Bubbles in my hand. “I know you’re super intelligent, Olivia. But I just felt the most insane feeling when they were in danger. I don’t think I can just cut them off, even if I wanted to.”

      “But…” Olivia’s shoulders slumped in disappointment. I knew how enthusiastic she was about watching over the Hell Cats. I was just the unlucky sap they picked.

      “You can still spend time with them. I’m going to move them into our room for safekeeping.”

      Her eyes went wide, then turned narrow again in disgust. “It’s not the same, Harper. You don’t get to make decisions for everyone around you. You hated them and I stepped in and now you just get to decide you want them back?”

      “They decided that.”

      Olivia peered at the kittens longingly, as if she hoped they’d start speaking out loud and say they wanted her after all. But they just blinked up at me sleepily and Bubbles even began to purr.

      “Fine, if that’s what they want.”

      And with that, the one person I considered a friend at the academy stormed out of the room.
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      My parents, thankfully, didn’t ask any questions about my strange disappearance. And the rest of their visit went off without a hitch. We avoided my room, and thus the kittens, but we enjoyed strolls through the classrooms and around the river. I felt bad that my father didn’t get to visit Bolingbroke where he had spent his time. The curse of only having a daughter. But it was a nice visit.

      I squeezed them tight as we exchanged goodbyes and I had to sniffle back a tear as I watched them leave. I wouldn’t get to see them until the end of the year when summer break began. It was going to be a long while. I trudged back inside and up to my room to check on the kittens.

      I came inside to find them playing with each other, Bubbles gnawing on Winston’s ear and Purrfessor playing with Bubbles’ tail. They looked up at me as I sat on my bed.

      “Do you guys like it better here than in the dusty classroom?”

      Immensely. The rug is so soft, Bubbles piped up.

      “I’m glad to hear that, Bubbles.”

      About that, Purrfessor grumbled. It’s time you learn our real names. That ones you picked are so...childish. We are ancient beings of immense power, I may remind you.

      I reddened. “My bad. Remember, I thought you guys were kittens.”

      Who could meow telepathically?

      “Well, yeah. Okay, maybe I feel a bit like an idiot now.”

      Bubbles came up to my feet and rubbed against my shoe affectionately.

      My name is Lilith.

      And my name, Winston interjected, is Naberius.

      “How about you?” I glanced at Purrfessor.

      I am Azazel, the Dark One.

      “You have a title?”

      Lilith rolled her eyes, which I didn’t realize a cat could do. He’s full of himself. Just ignore anything he says.

      Azazel hissed, but it was more adorable than menacing. He glowered at me and I mouthed a silent apology for giggling at “the Dark One”.  I laid down to scroll through my phone for a little while and the kittens returned to playing with each other. They were an odd trio. Their voices and words conveyed a depth of intelligence and cunning that was scary. But then Naberius would nibble on his toes and I couldn’t help but want to snuggle him.

      I decided to wing it and searched Hell Cats on my web browser. Plenty of things came up, but nothing that sounded like it was actually factual. Some of the results were from video games, others from television shows. I needed some actual information on these tiny little demons I was keeping in my room.

      Then I remembered what Olivia had mentioned. She was in a magical creatures club and they’d talked briefly about the Hell Cats before. They might have more information. I grabbed my information packet from the depth of my bedside dresser drawer and flipped through until I found the page with the club schedules. How had I not realized there were so many?

      I found the right club and saw they had a meeting that evening. There’s a first time for everything, right? I reminded the kittens to be safe and to hide under the bed if anyone but Olivia came in. And then I changed out of my visit clothes and into the school uniform.

      The club was meeting in a corner of the dining hall and it wasn’t hard to find them as it was seven girls and a professor sitting together and the rest of the room stark empty. I sheepishly smiled as I wandered over to them, my shoes clacking too loudly on the stone floor. The girls peeked up from their private discussion and I felt sick when I realized Olivia was one of them.

      And she looked pissed as hell.

      She excused herself from the circle and stormed over to me, pulling me to away from the group and whispering harshly at me. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Now is not the time to apologize or whatever this is.”

      I felt my ears go red. “I wasn’t here to see you...I need information on the Hell Cats and this was the best option I could think of.”

      “So you’re taking away my friends now too?” She huffed.

      “What? No. I’ll leave after I find out some stuff, I promise. Olivia, I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      She crossed her arms and tapped her foot. “Then apologize.”

      I scratched the back of my head and looked around uncomfortably. I was ashamed to admit I hadn’t apologized for much. Ever.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

      “What was that?”

      I held back my temper. “I said I’m sorry, okay? Now can we go back to the club meeting?”

      She paused, deciding if my apology met her standards. Then she sighed. “You are nowhere near forgiven, Harper. Let’s make that clear. But I can’t stop you from attending.”

      “I really am sorry.”

      Without another word, she turned back to rejoin her friends. I found a spot to sit on the far edge and tried to not cross any boundaries Olivia was setting. I found the best course of action was to not chit chat with anyone. The meeting was about centaurs, which was boring. But then the floor opened for topic suggestions. I raised my hand, much to the surprise of the entire club, and I asked about Hell Cats.

      I realize how odd it must have been for Harper Bishop to show up at a club she hadn’t attended even once and then ask about an obscure magical creature. But I figured there was no better way to do it. Some girls were more than happy to talk about what they’d read in textbooks and I tried to mentally record their observations. If I wrote it down, that might raise some questions.

      Olivia was a storm cloud in her seat the entire time. But, thankfully, she never said anything. She didn’t call me out either. But the tension was high as we went back to our room and settled in for the night. She couldn’t even look at the kittens, which broke my heart.

      I considered trying to apologize more. But, before I could, she rolled over in her bed, pulled the sheets up high, and used her wand to turn off all the lights.

      So I shut my mouth and drifted off to sleep.
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      “Olivia, please tell me you’re not skipping because of me.”

      I pinned my hair back in an intricate braided style that I had to use charms to create. I had on lip gloss, some pink eyeshadow, and diamond stud earrings that sparkled radiantly. My dress was a matching pink to my eyeshadow and tight and strapless on the bodice, but ruffled and flowy on the skirt that ended just above my knees. My wand was tucked uncomfortably into my bodice, but that’s the price of beauty.

      Olivia, on the other hand, was in sweatpants and a tank top and was reading a book in bed. She rolled her eyes at me and flipped the page.

      “I just don’t feel like it tonight, Harper. I’ve got things to get done, anyway. So go and have fun.”

      It’d been a solid three weeks since our spat and things hadn’t improved at all. In fact, Olivia had started not coming back to the room until two and three in the morning. Even the kittens were becoming concerned, and they didn’t give a shit about anything except food.

      Olivia put her earbuds in and turned up her music, making it very clear that our conversation was over. I put on my heels and said goodbye to the kittens through my thoughts so as not to bother Olivia further. I had a soiree to attend.

      The Founders’ Soiree was an inter-academy event meant to celebrate the Head Masters establishing the academies. The girls were heading over to Bolingbroke for a night of music and tiny quiches according to our professors. My stomach was in knots as I thought about Ezra who I knew without a doubt would be there.

      The girls who were attending, which was pretty much everyone, gathered at the middle of the bridge, just inches away from the barrier. Professor Diedroff and Professor Quinn arrived and, together, they began the spell that would open the gate for us to cross. It was like a dance of its own as the professors moved in patterns together and raised and lowered their arms in sync with each other. The barrier, which was normally invisible, began to shimmer where it touched the bridge, and then it was invisible again.

      With a burst an outline of a rectangle appeared in an electric blue color, showing us where we were safe to cross. The professors lead the way and the girls got excited as they hurried through and down the path to the Bolingbroke Academy of Wizardry.

      While Jourdemayne’s property was filled with rose bushes and flowers and fountains, Bolingbroke was far simpler. They had a jousting field that I had to admit I was envious of. They also did their mansion in black stone rather than gray, making it feel dark and foreboding.

      But the second we were all inside, I realized it was anything but.

      The music was so loud; I thought my eardrums would rupture. They also had enchanted balls of light that were hovering ten feet off the ground and acting as disco balls, creating the perfect atmosphere for the gathering right there in the main foyer. Instead of suits of armor guarding the entryway, they had statues of lions that I saw move out of the corner of my eye. Their main color was forest green, and holy crap was it everywhere: the carpeting on the stairs, the banners on the walls, and the ties most of the boys wore.

      Damn, Bolingbroke had some attractive students.

      But my eyes instantly landed on one in particular. Ezra. He was in a black suit that looked one size too small. It must have been a hand-me-down from one of his brothers. He looked great anyway. He’d slicked his hair back this time and his wand stuck out of his front pocket.

      His eyes latched onto mine and the breath left my lungs. There was a mix of emotions on his face and I swallowed nervously. He motioned with his head to one corner in the foyer and began making his way in that direction. I glanced around to see if anyone had noticed and followed him.

      It was only fractionally quieter in the corner. But the disco lights weren’t as glaring, so I could see his eyes with perfect clarity. And I could smell him, something I hadn’t been able to at the river. He smelled like a mix of cinnamon and ginger. The corner we were in was tight and I prayed my heart would stop pounding so loud. We hadn’t been able to get this close with the barrier in place last time.

      Ew, can you not? Keep your mind PG13, thank you.

      Lilith, get the fuck out of my head right now.

      “You weren’t at the banquet.” His voice brought me out of my mind and back into the moment. There was evident disappointment in his expression and it stung.

      “Stuff happened. I wanted to be there to see you.” Was that coming on too strong? I should have said I wanted to be there. Damn it.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Then why weren’t you there? What stopped you?”

      How much did he know? Was he testing me to see if I’d be honest? I didn’t think I could avoid it. “I burned my hand in class. I was goofing off and being stupid and the spell got messed up.”

      His eyes darted down to look at my hand, which was perfectly fine at that point. He nodded his head. “You’re okay now? Everything’s back to normal?”

      Normal wasn’t the word I’d use. But I did not want to go into details with him. “Yeah, everything’s back to normal.”

      “Ezra, there you are!” It was a sweet voice that called out for the boy I was talking to. And I knew who the voice belonged to. I braced myself as Savannah came into the corner with a bright smile that melted away when she realized who Ezra was speaking to.

      “Harper, I didn’t realize you’d be here tonight, especially after missing the last get-together.”

      I could tell by her tone that she wanted me to vacate the premises so she could talk to the hot guy. But I was never one to do what people wanted. “All the more reason to not miss this one. Have you met my friend Ezra?”

      She realized her mistake. I’d claimed him as my friend before she could claim him as hers. “Um, yeah, we danced at the banquet. Isn’t that right, Ezra?”

      Poor guy was stuck between a rock and a hard place as he dipped his hands into his pockets and looked for the words that wouldn’t insult either of us.

      “That is right. It was a lovely evening. It disappointed me that Harper wasn’t there.”

      Ouch. He hadn’t picked the right words. And he knew it the second they were out of his mouth. But if he tried to backtrack, it would only make it worse. So the three of us stood there awkwardly in silence until Savannah excused herself and hurried to the opposite side of the room.

      “She totally hates me now, doesn’t she?”

      “Most likely,” I laughed to lighten the mood. He exhaled, and the tension released.

      “Don’t get me wrong, she is a nice girl. But I’d be lying if I didn’t say I wanted to dance with you.”

      I stared at him for what felt like ages. For once, I was speechless. I didn’t have a witty comeback or a backhanded comment. The music around us turned to a slower ballad, and I didn’t know if I was happy about that or totally stressing out.

      “I thought you might be mad at me for ditching you.”

      He shrugged. “I was for a little while. I thought there was something happening between us at the lake and then I got there and you were nowhere to be found. I thought the great Harper Bishop had played me.”

      “No, that wasn’t it at all. I promise. I...I really like you.”

      Haven’t you had like one other previous conversation with this guy?

      I needed to learn how to block the kittens out because Azazel’s comment in the middle of my moment was ticking me off.

      If this had been a movie, I would have kissed him. Or he would have kissed me. But I wasn’t completely out of my mind. So, instead, we started talking. Really talking. He used his wand to pull over some chairs, and we sat there for two solid hours, everyone dancing and eating and talking while we had our little corner. I got to learn more about his brothers and what he wanted to do when he graduated, which was to join the Warlock Alliance. But he never asked about my parents. Instead, he wanted to know about my future plans and what my hobbies were.

      Things were going better than I hoped. Until something caught my attention. It was a voice. It sounded like one of the professors, but I couldn’t be sure. My heightened sense of hearing meant I always heard a lot of voices, but I had learned how to make them fade into the background. But this voice stood out, and it wasn’t anywhere near me.

      This voice, Naberius sounded in my head. Find it.

      Why?

      Something is wrong at the school. We need you to investigate. Hurry.

      I groaned when I realized I’d have to ditch Ezra for a second time. His eyebrows went up in a questioning glance. I guess I had groaned a little louder than planned.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Um, I’m not feeling well.”

      “Oh,” he replied. “Do you need me to take you to the nurse or back to Jourdemayne?”

      Crap, this wasn’t working the way I needed it to. “No, no, I’ll be fine. I just need to go use the restroom and then I’ll be back.”

      He nodded his head and stood as I stood. What a gentleman. He pointed me in the direction of the restrooms and I sheepishly waved as I hurried off toward them. Now the attractive, sweet, charming guy was going to think I had explosive diarrhea or something.

      Once I was out of the line of sight of Ezra, I concentrated on trying to find the voice again that the kittens had brought to my attention. It was unnerving that they could do something like that. But it had to be important. I found the voice and wandered in the direction that it was coming from. Following it took me through four different hallways and finally to a back entrance to the academy. The door stood open, and I hid just inside as I listened to the two people who were conversing outside.

      “We don’t know what happened yet. Thank the maker that most of the students were here. There could have been more killed.”

      It was the voice of a dueling professor from Jourdemayne. Had he said something about being killed? There was no way I could have heard him right. But the other voice piped up, and it was an older gentleman that I didn’t know, so I had to assume he was from Bolingbroke.

      “Poor girl. If she hadn’t stayed behind at the mansion, she might still be alive.”

      Guys, one of the students is dead. Have any of you seen Olivia recently? Is she still in the room?

      No, Lilith responded. But this would explain why we’re here. Harper, this is the danger to the school that we’re supposed to stop.

      “They think it might be a beast from the woods. Her body was so mauled, I can’t imagine it being anything else.”

      “But how did it get onto the property? The border should have stopped anything from getting in.”

      I had to get back to Jourdemayne. I had to make sure Olivia was okay. I didn’t care if she was mad at me or throwing a hissy fit or whatever. She was still my friend. But I needed to see if these professors knew anything else.

      “How will you tell the students?” The Bolingbroke professor questioned.

      The voice of the Jourdemayne professor was hushed and panicked. “We’re not going to. Imagine the alarm it would cause. We haven’t had a death at the academy in decades. No, we will handle this matter privately with her family. But none of the students will know.”

      What the hell? How could they keep us in the dark? If something was out there and in a killing mood, it seemed like the students should now. But I could deal with that later.

      I started jogging as fast as I could in heels to get back to Jourdemayne. I had to run back through the main foyer which meant Ezra spotted me. He ran over before I could make it out the front door.

      “Harper, what’s wrong?”

      I grabbed his hands, which I realized too late might have been a bit much. But I needed him to know I meant every word of what I was about to say. “I’ve had an amazing time tonight. But I think might roommate might need me. I have to get back to her and check on her. But it’s nothing about you, okay? Meet me at the river tomorrow during lunch.”

      “Okay, I hope everything is okay,” he frowned.

      “Me too.”

      My feet were killing me as I raced down the path and back over the bridge. But I wouldn’t have stopped running for anything in the world.

      Please let Olivia be okay.
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      I’d been pacing in my room for over an hour, but I finally collapsed into the armchair and stared at the door. I hadn’t found Olivia anywhere in the mansion and the professors had started urging everyone into their rooms. The kittens weren’t in their playful mood, instead huddling in a corner to most likely speak to one another telepathically about the student who had been found dead.

      I drummed my fingers on the arm of the chair and tried to calm my racing mind. Olivia was going to be okay. She was going to be safe. She was going to walk through that door. I recited those words over and over to myself.

      It was as if I had conjured her with a spell. The door creaked open and Olivia appeared, jumping when she saw me leap out of my seat. She was out of uniform, wearing a grey hoodie and yoga pants. She looked like she’d been out for a jog this whole time, her hair dripping with sweat.

      “Harper, what are you doing awake? It’s so late.”

      I ignored her question and hugged her tightly, trying as hard as I could to ignore the sweaty stench coming off her. She froze in surprise and then cautiously placed her hands on my back, patting reassuringly.

      “I thought you were dead. I couldn’t sleep until I knew you were okay.”

      She pushed me back and arched an eyebrow. “What in the world would make you think that?”

      I took a deep breath and realized I was shaking from nerves. “I overheard two professors saying that a student here at the academy was found dead; mauled actually. I came over as soon as I heard about it.”

      “They announced that to everyone? Who found the body?”

      I grabbed her arms to steady her. “I don’t know who found the student, but they’re keeping it a secret. Can you believe that, Olivia? They’re going to try to hide this from everyone.”

      Her face was stone, serious and calculating something in her head. “Maybe you misheard, Olivia. Or maybe it was a prank. This school is one of the safest places in the country. They have perfected their safety enchantments over hundreds of years.”

      I gaped at my roommate and I realized the kittens were staring at us.

      “I didn’t mishear. The kittens lead me to that conversation. They say whatever killed the girl is the reason they’ve appeared at the school.”

      Olivia glanced at the kittens and I saw resentment was still in her gaze. She still wasn’t over losing them so quickly. “Like I said, the grounds are protected by powerful magic, Harper. Nothing can get in unless it is invited in.”

      “So another student could have invited something in that killed that girl?”

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “Now you’re just being ridiculous. There’s no reason a student here would do that. Let’s just go to bed, okay?”

      Without another word, Olivia brushed past me and grabbed her pajamas to change into. The bathroom door slammed hard behind her and I was left standing there, utterly confused. I knew I wasn’t going crazy, but she sure had made me feeling like I was.

      “What is happening?”

      Maybe the information is too much for her mind to handle at the moment, Azazel commented.

      Humans like to shut out the things that scare them.

      Give her some time, Harper, Lilith purred. She’ll realize you were only looking out for her.

      “What if whatever caused this is still here? I’m supposed to help you guard this school, right? I think you mentioned that once or twice or a million times. But we don’t even know what we’re protecting the school from yet.”

      You will need assistance until we are strong enough. An ally may be your best course of action. Naberius yawned in my mind as he curled up into a little ball on the rug.

      I’d done a damn good job of making enemies at the school. I wasn’t sure who’d even consider helping me without laughing brutally at me. Not to mention, I couldn’t tell anyone about the kittens. They’d be taken away since I didn’t have my magical creatures license.

      This was going to be a pain in the ass.
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      I found my seat for the first class the next day and settled in. As the other girls in the first year filed in and took their seats, I became painfully aware of the empty seat two rows in front of me. I tried to do a mental check of who was present but couldn’t narrow it down to remember the missing person.

      Professor Diedroff came in, looking gray in the skin and his hair haggard. He took to the front of the room and everyone fell silent. He grasped the edges of the podium and I thought he was going to pass out. But he spoke out with a shaky voice.

      “You may have noticed we are one student short this morning.” He paused and took a breath. “Jessie Min has returned home early this school year due to private family issues. She will be sorely missed by you all, I’m sure.”

      My knuckles went white as my hands balled into two tight fists. The other students nodded and believed every word the professor said. I gritted my teeth.

      His lies mean they fear what is out there, Naberius growled. The faculty is as clueless as everyone else.

      Shouldn’t they be telling people what’s happening, though? That way the students could be aware and protect themselves?

      Azazel chimed in. They don’t want to cause a panic. They’re probably hoping it was an accident, or that whatever caused it is gone.

      They’re burying their hands in the sand, Naberius scoffed.

      My mind was never at ease during the entire class. I didn’t hear a word the professor said as I thought about the poor girl that I hadn’t even taken the time to know. I couldn’t conjure a mental image of her to save my life.

      The professor excused the class and everyone seemed in good spirits as they shuffled out and discussed the boys they met at the soiree the night prior. I gathered a few papers from my desk and glanced up when I heard Savannah tell her friends she’d catch up with them for lunch after she used the restroom.

      I paused. This could be my opportunity. My chance to make an ally. Savannah hated my guts, but she was a talented witch as much as I hated to admit it. And she knew the other students far better than I did.

      I left the classroom by myself, Olivia avoiding me like the plague, convinced I’d made up a lie about the girl being dead rather than just headed home. She’d also mentioned the possibility that I’d been drunk or on drugs, which, I admit, would have been a possibility if the school wasn’t so strict on the stuff.

      I watched Savannah enter the girls’ bathroom, and I followed in a minute after, closing the door softly behind me and locking it so no one could drop in on us. I leaned against the sink and stood there awkwardly waiting for her to come out of the stall.

      She stepped out and stopped as she stared me down with slitted eyes. “Okay, I know you have serious issues. But this is extra creepy, even for you.”

      “You’re so sweet, Savannah. Why don’t we hang out more?” My voice dripped in sarcasm and she rolled her eyes as she moved to another sink and started washing her hands.

      “What do you want?” Her curled hair fell into her face as she peeked at me in the mirror’s reflection.

      I swallowed hard and thought about how I would word my request. “Jessie Min.”

      “Yeah, the girl that went home. What about her?”

      I scratched the back of my head, my anxiety in full effect. “She didn’t go home for family issues.”

      A snicker escaped Savannah’s lips. “I could have guessed that.”

      “Really?” If she knew what had happened...why was she laughing?

      Savannah dried her hands and turned to look at me. “She probably just burned out. A couple of students do every year. She couldn’t handle the work.”

      I shook my head. Savannah turned to walk to the door and groaned when she realized I locked it. She muttered a curse under her breath and unlocked it, opening the door. I pulled my wand out of my sleeve and made a swinging motion toward the door. I rushed the enchantment, “Clauditis.” The spell sealed the door tight and locked it again, this time making it impossible for Savannah to unlock it. She turned to stare me down, enraged.

      “What the hell, Harper?”

      “Jessie is dead,” I choked out. Beating around the bush wasn’t going to work in this situation.

      Savannah leaned against the door, trying to steady herself. She stuttered as she spoke. “What? How do you know?”

      “I overheard the professors talking. They found her mauled, probably from some sort of beast. But they don’t know what it is, so they aren’t telling any of us anything.”

      “They wouldn’t do that....” Savannah’s face was turning a startling pale color for her dark complexion, and I stepped forward to help hold her up. “She was my friend.”

      I fought back the tears watching Savannah’s reaction. “I’m so sorry. But this is why I need you. I want to investigate and try to figure out what did this. But I can’t do it alone. I need you.”

      Those were three words I never thought would leave my mouth. Savannah slid to the floor, and I helped her not hurt herself on the way down. She wrapped her arms around her legs and I saw the tears roll down her cheeks.

      “You wouldn’t lie to me about this, right?” There was an accusatory tone in her voice and I couldn’t blame her. Our past was not reassuring.

      I shook my head. “Will you help me?”

      Savannah stared blankly into the distance and I became concerned that maybe the news had broken her. But she whispered. “I’ll see what I can find out. But I swear to god, Harper. If you’re messing with me, I will bring hell down on you.”

      I wanted to stay there to help Savannah through the emotions she was dealing with. But she waved me off and told me to leave her alone. So I gathered my things from the edge of the sink and unlocked the door, closing it again to let Savannah grieve.

      Maybe ignorance would have been bliss. Should I have left her in the dark?
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      For once, I was actually ecstatic to attend class. Today was the day in our Charms and Hexes class that we would finally practice a battle hex. It wasn’t anything too extraordinary or fancy, but Professor Diedroff had been rattling on about how effective it was. It was called the Diabolus Hex because it caused the receiver of the hex to lose sight, hearing, and sense of direction as well as cause them to feel like they are falling. The hex wouldn’t kill anyone, but it would make them wish it would kill them. It caused a victim to be completely disoriented and panicked.

      For this practice, the professor brought us out onto the field behind the school and he conjured up dummies for us to practice on. The girls were lined up in a row and began practicing the motions, the mental image, the words of the spell, and the channeling of energy required to pull off such a hex. The professor strolled behind us, critiquing our performance.

      I couldn’t help but notice the professor continuously glancing in my direction. I hadn’t proved myself trustworthy when it came to getting hands-on with spells, but I was far more cautious this time. Casting this hex incorrectly could lead to permanent blindness or lightheadedness in the caster. That was a big no thank you from me.

      I held my wand in my right hand and pointed it at my heart. I took a deep breath, centering my focus on the point where my wand touched the fabric of my uniform shirt. I felt my hair move softly in the breeze, heard the soft music of the birds in the trees that surrounded us.

      With my focus perfected, I moved my wand from my heart to the target in a sharp snapping motion, lunging forward on my right leg, my arm stretched out in a perfect line. I shouted the words, “Diabolus tactus.” A jet of black light shot out from the tip of my wand and connected with the target, bathing it in the black light. My professor nodded his head in approval but said nothing so as not to disrupt my hex.

      There were only thirteen of us practicing the hex, the other eleven still in our year opted out. I couldn’t blame them. It took guts to try this hex out for the first time. There was no way I was going to miss the chance. But even Olivia and Savannah had exempted themselves.

      The professor gave us the entire allotted class time for the morning to practice the hex. There were a couple of times where my focus was off or my snapping motion wasn’t precise enough. But, overall, I was doing fairly well. The professor made some helpful comments, and I adjusted my technique accordingly.

      I moved to perform the hex again but halted. My hearing was picking up on something. Something that was sending a shiver down my spine, breaking any chance I had of focusing. Then the sound rang out again, louder this time, and my heart dropped into my stomach. It was a female, gut-wrenching scream.

      “Professor,” I yelled across the yard. “I hear screaming! Someone’s in trouble!”

      I expected him to jump into action, but he quickly hurried over to me and tried to get me to shush. That was not going to happen, not by a long shot. The faculty could kiss my ass if they thought they were going to get me to shush when someone was in danger.

      Harper, hurry. There’s no time to argue with the man.

      “Why aren’t you doing anything? Someone is going to get hurt!”

      The professor was panicked, unsure of what to do. He had a duty to protect the students in the school. But he also didn’t want to let a riot start if it was a false alarm. He tried one more desperate time to quiet me and I did the unthinkable. I shoved Professor Diedroff out of the way as I ran to the opposite side of the school.

      Holy shit was it a long distance. My legs were sore and my lungs burned as I ran as fast as I could manage. The kittens were frantic in my mind as the feeling of dread filled all of us simultaneously. Something was very wrong. And the feeling of ice in my stomach got worse when the screaming stopped.

      I rounded the corner and came to a halt, sputtering curses. I felt the bile rise in my throat and I turned away from the grotesque scene to stop myself from emptying my breakfast onto the ground. The image was already seared in my mind. A student, a third-year if I remembered correctly, stretched out lifeless on the ground. Her eyes were wide and empty, her stomach slashed by long gashes. Scarlet red liquid seeped around her.

      The professor finally caught up with me and he gasped. He grabbed me firmly and tried to lead me away quickly from the scene. But the other girls from our class were arriving one by one and the professor quickly realized he could not hide the incident. A few of the girls screamed in horror and windows began to open as other classes peered out at the source of the noise.

      I was too late.

      Don’t let yourself feel responsible for this, Harper, Lilith replied in a melancholy tone. I’m not sure there’s much you could have done for her.

      Something dark is stalking this school. No one will be safe, Naberius was serious for once as he spoke in my mind.

      The only remotely good thing to come of the situation was the fact that the faculty could not hide this body like they did the last one. An emergency gathering of the girls was called to order in the dining hall and everyone assembled in somber moods at the tables. Some girls were crying, others were holding and comforting each other. Olivia looked uncomfortable sitting next to me. Maybe she was upset that she hadn’t believed me before.

      Savannah sat two tables away, eyes cold. She was leaning forward in her seat, trying to hear everything the professors said as they announced the death of Kaity Blakely. Savannah glanced in my direction a couple of times, almost as if to tell me we were going to figure this out.

      The professors were on edge as they also announced that Jessie Min has passed away under similar circumstances. The entire congregation of students booed at the admission. They were angry to have been lied to, and I agreed with them.

      The faculty offered us the opportunity to go home and return next year under no penalty. Anyone who left would have to do the year they were in over again, but no one else had ever been given that chance. A handful of girls accepted the offer and returned to their rooms to pack.

      Professor Lana Iris took the stage and cleared her throat. She was a young, pretty woman who had graduated only a few years prior. She served on the board that helped decide who the lucky twenty-five for the year would be, but now she was a calm, reassuring voice in the middle of the turmoil.

      “There will be a few new rules put into place to help protect the students here at Jourdemayne. First, there will be a curfew. Everyone must be inside their rooms by ten o’clock or accompanied by at least two professors inside the mansion walls. No one, under any circumstances, will be allowed outside after nine.”

      I expected some grumbling about the curfew, but no one voiced a disagreement. The fear in the room was overwhelming. My heightened senses were picking up on every sniffle, every restless leg, every tear as it hit the floor.

      “We will also be replacing select classes with defensive classes to help instruct you all in defensive spells, charms, and hexes that you can use if you feel unsafe. If we work together, I feel confident that we can continue the rest of the year without incident.”

      I didn’t like how that was worded. It made it sound like it was the fault of the students or that they were too dumb and had gotten themselves killed. I reached out to the kittens with my mind.

      Do you think anyone will actually be safe here?

      Azazel responded grimly. We are supposed to be the three protectors of this school. But we’re still too young and our powers are not strong enough yet. We will assist you in any way we can, but...I don’t like this, Harper.

      I felt sick to my stomach. And helpless. We needed to find information soon or someone else sitting in this very room would not make it to the end of the year.
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      I hadn’t been to the Jourdemayne Academy library before, but I found it strangely calming. As I browsed the spines, I found the shelves created this protective barrier that made me feel safe and cut off from everything dark that was happening outside. The kittens had been in and out of my mind the last couple of days before I finally figured out how to create a mental door to shut them out. I could only hold it for a few hours, however, so I had to savor my moment of peace and quiet.

      I traced my fingers along the titles of the books as I went through them. I’d occasionally grab one that showed promise, but none of the tomes so far had provided any help in figuring out what was killing students. I’d found a handful of passages on Hell Cats, though it wasn’t anything I didn’t know already.

      The dust in the library was overwhelming to my sharp vision, but I pretended it was snow. It covered the shelves, the tops of books that hadn’t been pulled out in years, and even on some of the desks that were set up to study at. I blew the dust off of one book as I read the description of its contents. Something about potions for torture purposes.

      A hand grabbed my shoulder, and I held back a scream as I dropped the book to the floor and spun around. My hand instinctively reached for my wand, but I stopped when I realized who had touched me. Then my eyes grew wide as I fully grasped the fact that Ezra was in the Jourdemayne Academy of Witchcraft library.

      He held a finger up to his mouth to warn me to be quiet. Who knew who could be on the other side of a shelf, listening. “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he whispered.

      I looked him up and down, almost as if to make sure it was really him. “What are you doing here? How are you here? Is the barrier down?”

      He shook his head. “No, I came through a secret tunnel underneath the schools. It goes under the river and surpasses the barrier.”

      “How did you find a tunnel like that?”

      He looked unsure of what to say. Maybe it was his secret hookup tunnel, and he was too embarrassed to admit it. But he also didn’t seem like the type. And if he’d had this tunnel, why hadn’t he come to see me before? He claimed he missed me, right? Dear lords, it’s not like I’d want to go into a secret hookup tunnel anyway.

      “I...had a weird vision about it this morning. I know, I know,” he added when he caught me cringe at the strange reply. “I sound crazy. But I was at breakfast this morning and I got these strange flashes of images in my head and it showed me how to get into the tunnel and that it’d bring me here. I didn’t know why I saw it, but maybe I’m supposed to meet you here?”

      I groaned and held up a finger to tell him to wait a second. He looked utterly confused as I closed my eyes and opened the door to my mind for the kittens to gain access again.

      Finally, Naberius complained. You really shouldn’t do that, Harper. What if something had happened and we couldn’t reach you?

      Did you send Ezra visions of some tunnel underneath the schools?

      Correct, Azazel responded. We can’t communicate with other people the way we can with you. But, using a lot of our combined strength, we were able to send our mental pictures to someone at the Wizarding academy.

      Why?

      Ask him.

      I opened my eyes again and glanced at Ezra. Now that I was really paying attention to him, I noticed the signs. His eyes were bloodshot, the bags heavy underneath. His hair wasn’t as articulately placed as usual and his uniform was wrinkled. He looked like he hadn’t slept in a week and had been stuck in his uniform for the entire time.

      “Ezra, what happened at Bolingbroke?”

      He peered at the floor and sighed. “Two students have been killed.”

      I cut him off. “Let me guess: mauled and the professors don’t know what did it.”

      Concern filled Ezra’s face. “Is the same thing happening here?”

      I nodded. “It is. And I’m trying to figure out what’s causing it. Maybe this is a sign you’re supposed to help me.”

      I felt bad not telling him the whole truth. I couldn’t fill him in on the kittens yet. Not only would I be risking losing them, but he might think I was crazy if I started talking about telepathic cats. So I was going to have to pretend to be as clueless as he was in this situation.

      “Okay, what have you found out so far?”

      “Nothing,” I frowned. “There are at least three dozen magical creatures that could cause wounds like the ones I saw. I don’t know where to even begin to try to narrow it down.”

      We stood in silence as we tried to figure out a strategy. Ezra locked eyes with me and I just wanted to hug him. The library shelves had been doing a good job of making me feel safe, but his arms would have been even better. I restrained myself. There were more important things going on than my crush on a guy.

      “I’m going to go back to Bolingbroke and scour our library there. I also know a few third-year students who specialize in magical creatures that might have some insight. It’s not going to be easy though.”

      “Then we have to hurry. There’s an inter-academy banquet in three days here at Jourdemayne. We’ll regroup then and see if we have any leads. Savannah is also doing some research, so hopefully she’s got something.”

      “I have faith in you, Harper.”

      His words meant more to me than I expected them to. My parents had said they were proud of me more than enough times. But someone having faith in me was different and something I hadn’t heard before. I forced myself to breathe and not get emotional.

      “Be safe, okay? Don’t take any risks, stay indoors after dark, and stick close to other people.”

      He laughed, lightening the dark mood slightly. “Whatever you say, mom.”

      I playfully punched his arm and, before I knew it, he was making his way through the shadows of the library to the entrance of his secret tunnel. I turned back to the books in front of me and took in the enormous amount of volumes still left to go through. As much as I wanted to just head up to my room and curl up like the kittens for a nap, I’d never forgive myself if someone else got hurt. I had a job to do.
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      The professors hadn’t been kidding when they said we’d be taking defensive classes. They had replaced three of my classes with ones that focused on protecting yourself and, if needed, fighting back against an attacker. Because no one had any clue what was causing the attacks, we were learning a wide range of spells and charms. I was glad to be learning such in-depth material, but it was a lot all at once.

      I strolled to my last class of the day and was surprised to find all the tables and chairs pushed to the corners of the room. It meant we were practicing actual magic, getting our hands dirty. I pulled my wand out, so I’d be ready for anything.

      I walked to one of the corners where some other girls were already gathered and finally the professor arrived. Instead of the usual black cloak, Professor Diedroff wore a crimson sweater vest and black slacks. He held his wand at his side. He pushed his thin wire-framed glasses higher up his nose.

      “Today, ladies, we will be practicing dueling. It is vital to be able to not only perform magic but be able to perform it under stress and time limitations. I will be drawing names to decide who shall duel whom, and I don’t want to hear any complaints.”

      He pulled the names of two girls, Lucrezia and Rina, and they stepped into the cleared center of the room, facing each other with wands at the ready. I peeked around, seeing if anyone else was as concerned as I was that maybe we should be dueling outside rather than in a cramped classroom. The professor didn’t seem to care as he walked them through the rules of this practice duel. The main rule was that there would be no charms, spells, or hexes meant to inflict bodily harm. We could only use spells meant to inflict confusion, disorientation, or stunning. The girls nodded in understanding and agreement and the duel began.

      It wasn’t as exciting or thrilling as I’d hoped. The two girls looked scared out of their wits. They held defensive stances nearly the entire time, rarely throwing out attacking spells. One poor girl shook like a tree in a hurricane and it didn’t surprise me that she ended the duel on her butt. Everyone clapped courteously as the professor declared the winner and shooed them back to the corners.

      “The next pairing will be Savannah and Layla,” the professor announced with a booming voice.

      Savannah smiled in anticipation, feeling confident about the matchup. And I couldn’t blame her. Layla was a tiny thing that specialized in medicinal magic. She had grand plans to build her own witch and wizard hospital in the future, which meant she was ill-equipped when it came to doing harm rather than mending after harm had been done.

      Savannah made quick work of the situation. She was skilled as she made swirling motions, snapping motions, and motions I knew we hadn’t learned in class. Poor Layla stumbled as she temporarily lost vision. The professor announced Savannah as the victor and she sauntered back to her friends.

      “Next up is Olivia and Harper.”

      I took a calming breath and gripped my wand tighter as I made my way to the center of the room. Olivia entered the open space as well, her wand ready in hand. The professor counted down to the start of the duel and the second he said go, Olivia snapped her arm outward with a dizzying spell. I heard the word “Abiciendi” before I had time to think of a spell of my own. I hadn’t expected her to attack right out of the gate, so it caught me square in the chest, knocking me back a couple of steps and making me feel lightheaded.

      I staggered before catching myself from falling. I pointed my wand toward my head and muttered quickly under my breath, “Hinc tibi malum.” My mind started to clear, and I focused on Olivia with a rage brewing inside me. Her face was like stone as it stared back at me.

      I moved for an attack, preparing a spell that would make her mute for a little while, cutting off her chances to perform spells at me. “Tacere lingua,” I chanted. The spell hurtled forward toward its target, but Olivia flourished her wand and did what I did not think she knew how to do.

      My own spell flew right back at me.

      It struck, and I felt my tongue swell. I tried to yell, but nothing came out of my mouth. I had been silenced and was left helpless to her next attack. I peered at her, alarmed, and was sickened to find her smiling. She was enjoying this.

      Rather than casting one more spell to finish the duel, she launched a cascade of them one right after the other. They pounded into my chest, causing me to feel dizzy and nauseous. And, finally, I hit the ground. The professor intervened to ensure I was all right, and he quickly undid the mute charm to give me my voice back. Olivia said nothing as she returned to her corner and left me on the floor.

      I felt embarrassed as the professor helped me back up. I could hear a couple of girls snicker, but the others seemed alarmed as they prepared to face their turn in the dueling ring. The fights got more intense after the example Olivia had set. My throat felt raw as I watched.

      Your human friend seems far stronger than is to be expected, Azazel commented in my head.

      Yes, Lilith replied, she’s doing something to make herself more powerful. I’m curious as to what it is.

      We learned about a potion in another class, I grumbled. It allows the drinker to be stronger for a short period. She probably knew we were dueling today and put the potion to good use.

      I watched the rest of the duels in silence and left the classroom as quickly as I could afterward. I spent the rest of that evening in my room and was thankful beyond measure that Olivia didn’t come back home until after I’d fallen asleep. Talk about a tense situation with your roommate.
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      The atmosphere in the school was starting to return to a more normal vibe. No students had been found dead in a few days, which was putting everyone at ease. But I was still on edge, waiting for someone to slip up and another attack to occur. My intensified senses had been on overdrive. It was like I was hoping to hear a scream or feel danger. But that’s because I was concerned that when something did happen I wouldn’t notice. It’d be my fault at that point.

      I trudged up to my room, mentally and physically exhausted from classes, stress, and any other number of things. I was ready to collapse in bed for a well-deserved nap. I had plans to continue more snooping in the library, but if I didn’t get some sleep, I was going to hit a wall. And hard.

      I opened the door to my room and closed it behind me, already half asleep as I kicked my shoes off and let them fall haphazardly into a corner. But when I looked up, I felt the anger rising within me. I clenched my fists as I surveyed the wreckage that had been my dorm room.

      What the actual fuck.

      Three kittens stared back at me, paused in various acts of chaos. Azazel was tearing up a pile of papers I’d had on my desk, a flurry of scraps around him. Lilith was gnawing on the charging cord of my phone, exposing the wires inside. And Naberius was on top of my nightstand, his paw outstretched, just barely touching a full glass of water that I’d left there from during the night.

      All around the three fuzzy white kittens was torn bed sheets, curtains with ghastly holes in them, a pile of toilet paper that had been pulled off the roll, and even a collection of hair ties that they must have been saving up. I was especially upset to find they had pulled my desk drawers open and my pens were strewed in every direction.

      “What is going on here?”

      Nothing, all three of them answered simultaneously. Their attempt at innocent voices was unconvincing.

      “I thought you guys were ancient powerful demons. Haven’t you matured past this sort of behavior in the last millennia?”

      Azazel snickered, which, just for the record, looks very strange on a kitten. But we are also kittens. We are both. And this is quite fun, Harper. I just can’t help myself.

      I locked eyes with Naberius as he inched the glass another half an inch toward the edge of the nightstand. I pursed my lips and glared, making it very clear that he was not supposed to continue. But the glass moved another half inch, scraping against the surface of the nightstand.

      “No,” I said in a long, drawn-out manner. It was like talking to a toddler. “Don’t do it.”

      He didn’t even send me a telepathic reply. He just kept his gaze latched onto me and slowly pawed the glass further and further. I began to mentally threaten him with what I would do if he didn’t stop right that instant. But with one final swing of his paw, my glass came crashing onto the floor, shattering and splashing water everywhere.

      Naberius telepathically purred in my head.

      “You little weasel,” I seethed.

      As much as I so very much wanted to strangle three kittens right then and there, my desire to nap was far stronger. So I pulled my wand out from inside my sleeve and blurted out, “Vitae.” The kittens began to levitate. Naberius, unfortunately, was being lifted magically by his butt, his little paws furiously pawing at thin air. All three kittens voiced their objections as I caused them to float through the air, placing them in the bathroom and shutting the door before they could get back out.

      With the rascals out of the way, I turned to the destruction in my room. It took twenty minutes of charms and enchantments to repair the tears and scratches, mend the rips, fuse back together the glass shards into a working water glass, and clean up every scrap of everything the kittens had made a mess of. With the room finally back in order, I sighed and fell backward onto my bed.

      If Olivia had found the room like that first, she would have wrung your little necks.

      Death would be a sweet release, Azazel whined. I’m getting bored in this tiny room.

      Well, now you’re going to sit in that even smaller room until you apologize.

      Apologizing isn’t something we normally do, said Lilith.

      Then I’m going to take a very long nap and you can just stay in there.

      I closed off the door to my mind so their protests couldn’t get through and then pulled the blankets up around me. I wasn’t even going to change into my pajamas. The bed was just too damn comfortable. I drifted off to sleep but my dreams were plagued with kittens endlessly knocking things off nightstands. I woke up from my nap an hour later feeling no better rested.
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      The inter-academy banquet had arrived. I’m not going to lie; I was highly concerned they were going to cancel it considering everything that had happened. But it thrilled me to hear the plans were still in place and that the students from Bolingbroke would be coming over to Jourdemayne.

      The mandatory attire for this gathering was the school uniform. So all the girls waited impatiently in the dining hall in their matching crimson plaid skirts and white blouses. When the boys arrived, they were dressed in forest green sweaters and black slacks.  My eyes landed on Ezra and, without a single gesture or hint, we both made our way to a quiet corner to talk.

      “Have you found anything?” I whispered so that none of the surrounding students could eavesdrop.

      He shook his head, his hair moving fluidly as he did so. “Nothing. I’ve even been talking with some of the professors, but they said any of the possibilities don’t make sense. Nothing that could cause damage like that should be able to slip through the protective barrier around the schools unless…”

      His voice trailed off, and I finished his sentence for him. “Unless someone invited them in.”

      “Exactly,” he grimaced. “Harper, someone within the schools is killing students and they’re using something dark and powerful to do it. I’m worried about your safety.”

      Without giving it a second thought, I threw my arms around Ezra’s neck and pulled him close for a hug. I was relieved when he put his arms around me and hugged me back. I whispered in his ear. “Don’t you worry about me. A Bishop can handle herself.”

      I heard him laugh despite the dark subject matter and as we pulled apart, we smiled at each other. Ezra’s hand reached out for mine and I let him take hold of it. We stood there, holding hands and staring at each other stupidly as everyone mixed and mingled around us. Then someone cleared their throat.

      I spun around and found Savannah right behind me, her arms crossed over her chest. She glanced down at my hand in Ezra’s and I quickly released. She ignored the interaction and instead drew closer into our corner to whisper with us.

      “I haven’t found any reliable leads on the beast that’s killing students. But, I have found something that might be of interest.”

      My eyes went wide. This was the first glimmer of a possible answer that any of us had gotten close to. “What did you find?”

      “From my bedroom window, I have a clear view of the tree line that marks where the barrier starts on the west end of the academy grounds. And for the past few nights, I’ve seen someone walking around out there after dark. I can’t make out who they are in the shadows, but there’s no reason anyone should be there, especially alone.”

      “We need to find out who it is,” Ezra interjected. “Maybe you can set up a trap at the entrances of the school so that whoever tries to exit after dark will be caught?”

      I nodded my head. “That would be perfect and we could use-”

      My sentence was cut off by the lights in the dining hall suddenly going out, pitching us into darkness. The sound of murmuring grew louder and louder as students tried to find each other and stick close to other people. From the looks of it out the windows, all the lights in both academies had suddenly failed. I felt both Ezra and Savannah huddle in closer to me.

      “What the hell…” I muttered under my breath.

      “Everyone remain calm!” A loud voice boomed, and I thought it sounded like a professor, but I couldn’t see who the voice belonged to.

      And then the lights came back on at full brightness, showing students who looked fearful, their faces white. Some breathed sighs of relief, but I suddenly felt nauseous. Something putrid filled my nostrils. It was like rotting flesh and old trash mixed into one and then left out in the summer heat. No one else seemed bothered by the stench, so I knew it was just my heightened sense of smell that was picking up on it.

      One of the professors from Bolingbroke Academy called for the attention of everyone in the room. All eyes turned to him and he stuttered as he spoke, his voice betraying just how frightened he was by what had happened.

      “Everything seems like it’s okay now. However, as to be cautious while we investigate what would cause such a power outage, we are going to have everyone return to their rooms.” He paused while the audience groaned and complained. “Gentlemen, please follow the professors and stick together while you walk back to the academy.”

      It was still just barely daylight out, but no one was taking any chances. Professors began calling out the names of the boys they were assigned to keep track of. Before they could get to Ezra, he spun me around to look at him.

      “Don’t do anything stupid, okay? Get back to your room and we’ll meet again before you start planning any traps.”

      I nodded my head and reached for his hand again. Savannah could suck a fat one if she tried to stop us. I squeezed it tightly, and he squeezed back. Before I could say anything, a professor called for Ezra to join the group and he quickly complied.

      I watched sadly as he walked away, our night cut so short. But Savannah grabbed my arm and motioned for us to get back to the rooms. There was concern etched into her face and I had to admit my own concern was growing. The professors shouldn’t have seemed that spooked about the lights going out. Power surges happen, right?

      “Savannah,” I pondered out loud. “Could the power outage have affected the barrier for the schools?”

      She frowned. “God, I hope not.”

      I didn’t need any more urging. I hurried in the direction of my room, passing by other girls who were going even the slightest bit slower than me. I needed to get to the kittens, and I needed to get to them now. I sent out a mental message to them.

      Guys, something is very wrong.

      Something is very wrong indeed, Azazel responded.

      I quickened my pace.
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      I burst into my dorm room and found the kittens huddled together on the floor, their white fur on end and their tails thrashing back and forth. Their ears were flattened against their heads and pointed backward. I had never seen three kittens look so agitated before.

      I dropped to my knees in front of them and petted them to try to help calm them down, but it didn’t have much of an effect. The gut-wrenching feeling I got the last time I felt I needed to protect them came back, but it was far more intense than before.

      “What’s happening? What’s wrong?”

      Naberius hissed. Something dark has entered the grounds. Something almost as ancient as we are.

      The stench of death is strong upon it. It needs to be sent back to hell before it brings the schools down to the ground, reducing everything to rubble. Lilith’s voice was at a screech.

      “Is it here in the mansion?”

      No, Lilith replied. The scent is headed away from us. It’s going to the boy’s academy.

      “Oh, shit,” I whispered. My heartbeat sped to an alarming rate. “I have to go and do something. Ezra is over there.”

      I got off the floor and started for the door. But Azazel’s voice filled my mind.

      You must bring us with you, Harper.

      “No, I can’t risk anyone seeing you. I don’t have the proper license; they’ll take you away.”

      You will need us to channel our strength into you so that your spells will be more effective, Azazel tried to convince me.

      “I’m sure whatever it is, I can handle it,” I retorted as I made sure I had my wand in my sleeve. I reached for the door.

      It’s a dragon, Lilith said.

      I stopped, my hand on the doorknob. I choked on my breath and took a second to regain normalcy. I turned around slowly, staring at the kittens, so tiny and so fragile.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      Lilith nodded her tiny kitten head. We had ideas of what the beast could be. But the stench is undisguisable. It is a swamp dragon and, by the smell of it, a rather large one. You need us, Harper.

      “How the fuck am I supposed to stop a dragon? Those haven’t been seen outside of China for hundreds of years. Not even my own parents have fought a dragon before and that’s saying a hell of a lot.”

      We are not old enough to fight the beast ourselves. We can only maintain our powers for minutes at most. But we can enhance your abilities. But you must take us with you. There’s no time to worry about being discovered, Naberius noted.

      I shook my head as I really contemplated what I had just heard. A dragon. In the school. And if it smelled this goddamn horrible from a distance, what the hell did it smell like up close and personal? Was I out of my mind to even consider trying to go after it?

      But then a picture of Ezra entered my mind. His smiling face and gentle, glistening eyes. He laughed as the water rolled off his chest and splashed into the river that swirled around him. Sunlight glimmered off the surface. I could feel the fresh air in my lungs and hear the birds chirping around me. It was all so vivid, like a virtual reality experience on steroids.

      “How did you do that?” I choked.

      We can see your memories and replay them in your mind for you. It is a nice memory, isn’t it?

      I hated that Lilith was right. It was a great memory of Ezra at the river the first time I met him. I couldn’t let him get hurt. I’d never be able to live with myself. That left me with only one choice. And it was a choice I really didn’t like. Not in the least.

      I grabbed a crimson silk pillow off my bed and placed it on the floor, urging the kittens to scamper on top. They nestled into the comfy pillow and I pulled out my wand, whispering, “Vitae.”

      The cushion levitated off the ground and hovered in place, the kittens safely perched on top. I kept my wand out, ready for anything we might find at Bolingbroke. I guess a dragon was at least to be expected now. I didn’t like that thought at all. But out the door I went, the kittens following close behind.
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      Luckily, everyone was in their rooms as I snuck through the mansion. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do if I bumped into someone with the kittens floating behind me. I supposed I could erase their memories, but that took a shit ton of energy to perform and I needed every ounce I could get.

      The kittens directed me to the library where the entrance to the secret tunnel was. The plan was to take the tunnel underneath the schools to get over to Bolingbroke, rather than try to figure out how to break down the barrier and go over the bridge.

      As I rounded the corner of a hallway, I quickly took three steps back and pressed myself against the wall. There was a professor checking classrooms on a patrol route. I squeezed my eyes shut tight and slowed my breathing to not give myself away.

      What am I supposed to do now?

      We don’t have time for this, Naberius complained. We have to hurry.

      I cursed silently and clenched my wand tightly as I spun around the corner and launched an attack at my poor professor. “Somnum,” I rushed to say as I whipped my wand.

      The professor dropped to the floor like a bag of rocks, hitting the wood with a solid thump. I cringed as I thought about the horrible welt he’d probably have the next day. I cringed even more when I thought about how so horribly screwed I was going to be when he woke up.

      With the professor out of the way, I jogged down the hallway and entered into the library, locking the door behind the kittens and me. I went to the aisle I had been in before when Ezra had snuck up on me and I moved to the wall he had disappeared into. Following the kittens’ instructions, I used my hand to feel along the way until I found the tiny, almost imperceptible depression in the smooth surface. I pressed into it and a small section of the wall slid away silently.

      The stench from the tunnel was horrid. I glared at the steep stairs with a glower and tried to hold on to the contents of my stomach. Holding my nose, I cautiously took the steps one at a time. I felt my heart drop as the secret door slid shut behind the four of us.

      The steps and the rest of the tunnel were made with stones that looked like they’d been there since before the schools were built. Moss grew on them and water trickled down through cracks, making every surface damp. Everything smelled like mildew.

      I couldn’t see the end of the tunnel. Instead, it looked like it went on forever and disappeared into the darkness. Even with my heightened sense of sight, this hallway was dim. A normal human being might have not been able to see anything at all. With such a distance to cover and so little time to do it, I started running. Not the sort of jogging I’d been doing throughout the mansion, but a full out sprint. The kittens dug their claws into the cushion as the pillow sped up to keep up with me.

      It felt like I ran for ages, the muscles in my legs screaming for me to stop. The burn made me realize just how out of shape I was. My breathing became heavier and my lungs felt like they were on fire. But I kept moving forward.

      And then I stopped dead in my tracks.

      In front of me, crouched to fit inside the tunnel, was the most massive and disgusting creature I had ever laid eyes on. It was a sickly green color with warts and welts all over its body. The tale swung back and forth, smashing the rocks on either side of the tunnel. Its mouth was large enough to swallow me whole and saliva dripped down its dagger teeth. The eyes were pitch black and staring right in my direction.

      The dragon was worse than I could have imagined and any confidence I had felt disappeared as my body went cold. The beast took notice of me and lowered its head to be level with my snack-sized body. Its nostrils flared as it breathed out, hot, putrid air washing over me. The floor shook as the dragon let out a roar.

      “Oh, shit.”

      I staggered backward as the dragon tested me with a small lunge forward. If it had wanted to eat me right on the spot, it could have. But it had other plans.

      The dragon has only been killing students, not eating them. There’d be nothing left if it was eating them, Azazel commented.

      “Then why the hell is it killing students and what does it want with me?”

      Lilith answered. If it kills someone, a swamp dragon can eat their soul rather than their body. That is how it grows and gains power. I think it’s deciding whether your soul is worth eating.

      “I’d rather not find out that answer,” I replied, my voice a shrill mess.

      We can distract it long enough for you to get past it and continue down the tunnel. But that’s all we can promise you.

      “Do it!” I yelled.

      The kittens jumped off their pillow and landed on the floor in front of me with a soft thud. The dragon seemed almost amused if that was possible. But the amusement quickly disappeared as the kittens morphed. Even I was terrified of what they became.

      The fur on the kittens turned black as night, their eyes becoming awash in red. They grew instantly to three times my size and their teeth became jagged and barred. Their claws came out in full splendor, sharp enough to scratch the stone floor where they stood. The three of them let out a blood-curdling screech and the dragon flinched and took several steps back, using a wing to protect its face.

      That was all I needed. I stopped staring at the three Hell Cats I had been nurturing in my room and I ran as fast as I could muster. Every cell in my body was terrified as I raced past the dragon, so close to its monstrous body. But I was soon farther down the tunnel and arriving at the staircase to go back up. I took the stairs two at a time this time and punched the button to open the secret door in the wall.

      I spun around to close the door again and was surprised and relieved to see my three normal-sized kittens back on their levitating pillow. But I wasn’t in charge of the spell anymore, they were making it hover all on their own.

      Hurry! Naberius screamed in my head. It’s going to burst through the wall any second. Get out of the way!

      I wasn’t as familiar with Bolingbroke and I had no clue where the secret tunnel had let me out at, but I ran away from the wall quickly and down the dimly lit hallway. A boy swung around to find the source of all the sound I was making and I breathed a sigh of relief that it was Ezra. He hadn’t been hurt yet.

      “Harper? What the hell…”

      I waved my arms around frantically as professors joined Ezra and began yelling at me for not being in my room back at my own academy. I tried to find the breath to warn them. They started coming toward me to discipline me for sneaking around, but I grabbed the professors and started to pull them away from the direction I’d come from.

      “We have to go! There’s a fucking dragon in the tunnel under the school. There’s no time for-”

      I didn’t get to finish my warning to the confused professors. I didn’t get to pull Ezra to safety in time. Because, with a roar that could wake the dead, the dragon burst through the secret wall, sending stones flying in every direction. It clambered into the hallway and latched its sight onto the small crowd of people who had gathered at the sound of my screaming.

      The dragon spread its wings, their width too much for the area it was in. It hit a window and shards of glass fell everywhere around it. It didn’t seem to notice, however. It lifted its head to the air and let out a roar that forced me to cover my ears. I turned to the professors, their faces matching the terror I felt.

      “I tried to warn you.”
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      The professors were in a panic as they yelled between each other about what the beast was and what the best course of action against it would be. They took too long to debate these things, however, and the dragon weaved down the hallway and picked up one doomed professor into its front claw.

      The professor’s screams were blood-curdling as the dragon thrashed him around and slammed him against a wall. Some of the other professors began casting hexes and spells, but they were barely having an effect. I watched in horror, my body frozen in place.

      A hand grabbed mine and pulled me away from the fight and farther down the hallway. I pulled my gaze away from the dragon and looked to Ezra as he led the way. He jumped up to pull down one of the metal arms of a lamp and it turned out to be a lever that opened a doorway into a cramped closet space.

      Ezra pulled me in and the kittens came hovering in after us. He closed the hidden door and locked it and grabbed my hands. He didn’t have to pull me in close to whisper. The space we were in was tight enough already and our bodies pressed against each other.

      He opened his mouth to say something, then paused and raised an eyebrow at the kittens.

      “Oh,” I stammered. “Yeah...these are my telepathic Hell Cats. I’m kind of like their guardian and stuff and I have to help them protect the schools. It’s no biggie.”

      Ezra opened and closed his mouth in rapid succession, at a loss for words. “We clearly have a lot to talk about if we live through this.”

      I would have laughed if there hadn’t been a swamp dragon just down the hallway. Instead, I stared at Ezra and launched a long and tangled debate inside my head about whether or not to kiss him. I really really wanted to, and I didn’t know if we were going to die in a few minutes, so it made sense, right? On the other hand, he might find that absolutely ridiculous. I continued bouncing back and forth.

      But Ezra took the initiative and wrapped his hand around the back of my head, my hair caught between his fingers. He pulled my head forward and his lips connected with mine. I closed my eyes and melted into the kiss with an audible sigh, releasing all the pent-up feelings I’d kept through the school year. His lips were soft and warm against mine and my head grew fuzzy.

      If you’re quite done, Naberius grumbled, we have a dragon to defeat.

      I pulled back, and I felt my cheeks flush bright red. I’d forgotten the kittens were there for a second. Ezra seemed concerned that something was wrong with the kiss and that was why I had pulled away.

      “The, uh, kittens are telling me telepathically that we need to get to the fighting and stuff.”

      Ezra nodded. “That sounds like a good idea. I just...didn’t want anything to happen before I had a chance to...you know…”

      It was adorable watching him struggle to find the right words for what had just happened. I squeezed his hand reassuringly and then turned to the wall that I knew was a door. The dragon was loud on the other side and we still were entirely without a plan of attack.

      But I’m the mother-fucking guardian of these stupid schools and I’m not going down without a fight.

      “Open the door for me?”

      Ezra paused, not sure he really wanted to open the door at all. But, with a deep breath, he clicked the button, and the wall slid away. I stepped out into the hallway with my kittens and my...well, not quite sure what Ezra was at that exact moment. I glanced down the hallway, and the nerves returned as I watched the dragon continue its rampage of destruction and havoc.

      “Ezra, I need you to get the attention of the other school. We need every witch and wizard we can manage.”

      “There’s an alarm I can sound upstairs. Will you be okay on your own?”

      I turned to him and smiled. “I’ve got kittens.”

      Ezra gave me a sarcastic “have fun dying” face before wishing me luck and rushing up the stairs. A group of Bolingbroke professors were retreating and came to form a line with me and the kittens, the professors eyeing them suspiciously. I shrugged and held my wand out as the dragon came charging forward.

      There was a roar of enchantments and curses from all of us as we swung attacks at the dragon. It swung around to avoid being struck in the head, its tail sweeping and knocking three people over. I ducked out of the way and threw a confusion charm that bounced off the slimy scales of the beast.

      The fight continued, my energy wearing down as the spells took their toll on my body. And the dragon wasn’t slowing down enough for the number of people hexing it. Another professor let out a dying scream as the dragon stomped on him.

      And then an ear-splitting shriek sounded throughout Bolingbroke. I collapsed to the ground and held my hands over my ears, the alarm too loud for me to handle. But I smiled. Ezra had done it and alerted the other school about the danger we were all in.

      Help was on the way.
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      Beads of sweat rolled down my face as I performed one spell after another. The professor to my left was shaking from exhaustion. The smell and the noise and the charms were getting overwhelming, but I held on for the reinforcements that I knew would arrive any minute.

      And arrive they did. I breathed a sigh of relief and joined the professors who were cheering to see their fellow faculty arrive from Jourdemayne, fresh and full of energy. There were also a collection of students and I was genuinely happy to see Savannah there.

      Her eyes were wide as she took in the sight of the dragon. She turned to say something to me, but her eyes landed on the kittens instead. She simply shook her head and pulled her wand out to begin her attack.

      “I don’t want to know what you’re doing with cats and no license. We’ve got a job to do.”

      I wasn’t going to fight with her about the fact that the kittens were actually magical school guardians or whatever. Side by side, we continued our onslaught of charms and hexes. Doubling the number of people taking part was finally putting a dent into taking down the dragon. It groaned as it constantly was hit with confusion spells and poisoning hexes.

      It swiped a claw in front of us and knocked a student to the ground. She screamed as horrible gashes on her leg began to bleed profusely. A professor kneeled down to try to stop the flow, but the dragon lashed out again and the professor collapsed.

      Ezra yelled at the top of his lungs. “This isn’t going to work!”

      No one seemed to hear him except Savannah and me. So he raised his wand to his throat and muttered, “Magis clamabant voce.” He followed the incantation with, “We need to attack together!”

      His voice was now twenty times louder, the spell amplifying it so that everyone could hear while they muttered their own incantations and curses. Ezra continued.

      “Attacking individually isn’t going to be enough. We need to all work together with one spell.”

      All of us trying to put in a vote on a spell was near impossible with the swamp dragon thrashing and snapping at us. So I screamed to Ezra the one spell I knew the girls had been studying recently. “The Diabolus Hex!”

      He nodded and used his magnified voice to inform everyone else. “Everyone, use the Diabolus Hex on three. One. Two...three!”

      It was terrifying for the silent split second that we all ceased our attacks and performed the hex. The dragon paused in confusion but started to lunge forward at the crowd again. But that was also when our hexes were ready and we flung them at the dragon.

      It howled in agony as the number of hexes hitting its scales all at once was too much for it to handle. Everyone held their hexes, keeping a steady stream going from all of our wands. Black light washed over the dragon and it recoiled.

      I gritted my teeth, struggling to hold my hex for much longer. Lilith’s voice entered my mind, calm and smooth.

      Don’t give up, Harper. We are going to lend you our strength now to make your spell stronger. But it might be too much for you to handle, so we’ll start low and build up-

      No, give it to me all at once. I need to end this. Now.

      But, Harper, Naberius warned. We haven’t practiced this with you yet. We don’t know what effect it will have.

      If you don’t, the effect this dragon is going to have is pretty much just guaranteed death. So fucking do it.

      As you wish, Azazel answered.

      My ears started ringing as I felt a warmth start to build in my chest. It quickly grew searing hot, and I felt tears well up in my eyes. It was like an intense pressure. It reached a fever pitch and I let out a scream as I put all the energy into my hex. My wand shook furiously from the influx of power.

      Ezra and Savannah both startled and looked at me with a mix of curiosity and fear. They took a cautious step away from me as the stream from my wand became larger and heavier and a hole grew in the dragon’s armor of scales. The smell of burning flesh was nauseating.

      The dragon roared as I continued to scream, our howls in an odd unity with each other. Green blood pooled out from the wound in the dragon and its eyes rolled back into its head. As the dragon fell, so did I. I felt the kittens pull back their power as the room around me started spinning and I hit the floor.

      On its way down, however, the dragon flicked its tail around one last time and it connected with its target.

      Savannah crumpled in front of me and landed next to me on the ground.

      I had no energy in me to do anything. I couldn’t yell to her, I couldn’t reach for her. I laid there and cried as I realized she was already gone. Blood created a halo pool around her head and I choked back on the sobs that were trying to escape me.

      We hadn’t been friends, not even close. But I couldn’t help but remember her hopeful face on the first day of class. She wanted so badly to get to know me. And here we were. Her lifeless eyes stared at me and Ezra had to hold me back from trying to get over to her.

      Professors and students alike cheered that the dragon was dead. The schools were saved. Only a select few took notice of the poor girl that had died right at the end, minutes away from victory. The kittens entered my mind.

      Harper, are you okay?

      Azazel, do something. Anything. She didn’t deserve this.

      I don’t know if we’re strong enough yet.

      “Please, bring her back!” Ezra gazed at me with his own tears and I realized I’d said that last part out loud. But the kittens heard me just fine and nodded their little fluffy heads in unison.

      The three of them jumped off their floating pillow. I want to say they were graceful, but their bodies still weren’t proportionate and their heads were too heavy for their tiny legs. They landed with a thump, but recovered quickly and trotted over to Savannah’s body.

      The kittens bowed their heads and pressed their foreheads against the skin on her arm. They made no sound out loud, but I heard a strange chanting in my head in a language I had never heard before. It grew louder and louder until everything finally went silent.

      Savannah gasped for air as she shot straight up into a sitting position. She took deep breaths, Ezra moving from me to grab her arms and not let her accidentally hurt herself. I pulled myself up weakly and laughed with relief to see Savannah alive again.

      She looked frantically around the room and finally laid eyes on me. I expected words of gratitude or maybe asking how she had come back from the dead. But she furrowed her brows instead. “What are you doing on the floor? Why am I on the floor? I swear to holy hell, Harper, if you attacked me again I’m going to get you expelled.”

      I twisted to see the kittens for an answer.

      We brought her back, but her memories not so much, Naberius shrugged. It’s not an exact science.

      I rolled my eyes and groaned. I used my finger to motion for Ezra to lean over so I could whisper in his ear. “The kittens say she doesn’t remember anything.”

      “Ah,” he stifled a laugh. He moved back to Harper and helped her carefully off the floor, keeping her body angled away from the dragon. “Let’s get you back to Jourdemayne, Savannah.”

      “And away from the psycho bitch, please.”

      I wasn’t going to comment. There would be a time and place for that. I stretched, testing which movements caused pain and which were okay. My entire body was sore from the night’s events and I grumbled as I pulled myself off the floor.

      Professor Quinn stepped around a couple of bodies to check on me and I prepared for whatever she was about to say about my kittens. She peered at the three of them and even leaned down to get a better view.

      “Miss Bishop, we will need to discuss what happened tonight and what your cats have to do with it. But, for now, I have much to attend to tonight. There will be far too many families to notify.” Her voice was somber. “And you need a good night’s rest. Meet me in my office tomorrow, understood?”

      I nodded in agreement and slowly made my way to the main entrance of Bolingbroke. My left leg was on fire, causing me to limp as I continued on. The kittens were back on their little pillow and Lilith was fussing over me in my head. I told her I was fine, but she wasn’t having it.

      And then there was another voice. It wasn’t mine. It wasn’t the kittens. Who the hell was in my head and how?

      You are interesting, a female voice spoke in my mind. It was a velvety voice with a hint of an English accent. But can you save your friend?

      I already saved Savannah. Who are you?

      If my plan continues as expected, you’ll never have the pleasure of finding out. And Savannah isn’t the one in danger right now.

      If you touch any of my friends…

      Hollow threats. You better hurry to the tree line back at Jourdemayne or your roommate won’t see the dawn.

      The voice cackled in my head as I started a sprint back to the school. My damned legs weren’t working the way I wanted them to. But I wasn’t going to let that stop me. I fought for breath as I hurried to the bridge.

      The voice never stopped laughing.
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      I made it to the part of the field that joined the tree line. Just beyond that tree line would be the barrier that kept the students in and everything else out. I saw the silhouette of a woman, but couldn’t make out any other defined features of her, even with my kitty vision or whatever you want to call it. But the scent of strawberries was recognizable immediately. So I held up my wand and whispered, “Meridiem.”

      A bright, white light glowed from my wand and I held it in front of me to reveal Olivia. I felt relief wash over me and took a few steps forward. But I paused when I noted she seemed neither hurt nor scared. She looked angry.

      “Olivia,” I asked cautiously. “What’s going on here?”

      Her voice was flat and monotone as she spoke. “You killed the swamp dragon.”

      I took quick peeks around to make sure we were alone. I closed my eyes and listened, but I couldn’t hear anything that would indicate someone was with her. I opened my eyes again and studied Olivia closely.

      “Yes, I did. Is there a reason I shouldn’t have?”

      Olivia was in her school uniform, but her shoes were missing. Her feet were muddy and leaves stuck out of her hair. She’d been in the woods. But there was nothing there. It wasn’t a cursed forest or anything like that. It was just...plain old boring-ass trees.

      “My teacher is unhappy about what you’ve done.”

      Harper, Azazel warned. Something isn’t right here.

      No, duh.

      “Who is your teacher, Olivia?”

      Olivia peered over her shoulder, but there wasn’t anything there. She turned back to me and there was a sad smile on her face. “My teacher does not want to reveal herself to you. There’s no point. I’m supposed to kill you.”

      The kittens bristled on their pillow, their hair on end as they hissed their distaste at Olivia. I stood my ground, not wanting to give away my fear. But I couldn’t hide the surprise on my face.

      “Why?”

      “You’re the supposed guardian of the schools since the kittens chose you. And my teacher wants very much to destroy those very schools. That’s why she summoned the swamp dragon.”

      I tried to slow the pounding of my heart in my chest. “Did you help the dragon get inside to kill those students?”

      She nodded. “I had to bring them to the dragon so that it could eat and grow stronger. My teacher figured out how to get students through the barrier, but not the dragon. I had to drag the bodies after it was done eating their souls. It was terrible, awful work.” She stared into the distance as if the memories haunted her.

      My blood was starting to boil as I thought about the poor girls who would never go home to their families. “And you caused the power surge so you could finally get the dragon in tonight.”

      She nodded as the sickening look of smug joy returned to her face. “My teacher was very pleased. But you’ve ruined it. So now I have to...remove you. Before you can try to stop her again.”

      Olivia’s wand appeared in her hand and I gripped mine tighter. The kittens were arching their backs next to me, their tails straight up in the sky.

      I shook my head in disbelief. “Why would you do this, Olivia? What do you gain from helping this teacher, whoever she is?”

      Olivia laughed. Not a happy laugh, but a laugh of someone who had been emotionally and mentally broken. “Are you serious? Harper, you should have never been chosen by the Hell Cats. They’re supposed to choose the most worthy guardian to watch over them. I’m ten times smarter than you at least. I got into this goddamn school on my merits, not on the name of my parents. You’d have flunked out by week three if it weren’t for me.”

      Your heart is too dead to be chosen, Lilith hissed. But, of course, Olivia couldn’t hear her.

      “My teacher...she is showing me powers and enchantments I could have never learned on my own. She values me for the incredible, intelligent witch that I am. The witch no one else can seem to notice.”

      Dear god, she was out of her mind. She talked like someone who had been brainwashed. Olivia was hysterical as she went on and on about how much she hated me for taking the kittens. How much she despised me for skating by in classes and making a mockery of the Jourdemayne name. My heart broke more and more with every word. This had been my roommate. This had been the person I actually enjoyed being with out of everyone in the academy.

      Her teacher’s voice filled my head and, based on the reaction on Olivia’s face, her head as well. Stop your sputtering. Kill the girl now!

      Olivia nodded and gripped her wand tightly. “Goodbye, Harper Bishop.”

      The battle with the swamp dragon had rendered me weak and useless. I braced myself for the attack that Olivia was conjuring. This was to be the end of my story. Killed in the dark of night by a roommate I thought I could trust.

      The kittens lept into action and jumped in front of me, morphing into their Hell Cat state. Their white fur looked like it was being burnt as it turned black and their hisses turned into roars as they grew in size. Without taking a pause, they lunged forward and pinned Olivia to the ground.

      We protect our guardian, they howled in unison.

      I looked away as Olivia screamed and they tore into her body. The sounds of crushing and tearing were too much, and I hurled onto the grass. The screams quickly stopped and the Hell Cats stepped away from the carnage, their teeth dripping in blood.

      I watched as they morphed back into my three tiny fluff balls and I was immensely grateful that the blood disappeared during the transformation. They nestled up against my legs and purred as they brushed against me. I leaned over to pet them. I couldn’t bear to look at what was left of Olivia. I’d have to find a professor and tell them to come to find her. I didn’t have the strength to handle it myself.

      “Can we please go home now?”

      Yes, Naberius replied. The school is safe. For the moment.

      I gathered the kittens up in my arms and trudged to the entrance of the school. I was exhausted, both mentally and physically. And emotionally on top of that. One thing was for sure: the mansion would never feel the same again. I thanked the lord that ghosts weren’t real at least.

      As I walked away, the voice of the teacher filled my thoughts once more.

      This is not the end. I will not give up this easily. Aren’t you interested in why I’m so keen to see these schools burn to the ground?

      Bite me, bitch.

      I shut the mental door, closing out the voice for good. Or so I hoped.
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      I opened my eyes and stared at the ceiling of my dorm room. The kittens were snuggled in peacefully next to me, two on my left and one on my right. My heightened vision picked up on every little crack and fleck in the paint. Every imperfection was plain as day.

      I moved my head to get a peek at the empty bed next to me and I couldn’t help but let stray tears escape. My roommate should have been sleeping there. Her alarm should have been going off to wake her from her dreams and signal for her to get ready for class. But the sheets weren’t even wrinkled.

      I petted the kittens to wake them up, their blue eyes blinking up sleepily at me. Naberius stretched his paws out and yawned. I sat up in bed and gave my own lazy stretch. They had canceled classes to give students a chance to grieve and talk to professors for emotional counseling. I had a mandatory appointment, however.

      I pulled on my school uniform and looked at myself in the mirror as I brushed my hair out. I looked tired. The usual spunk and sparkle wasn’t there. I grabbed my makeup bag and made quick work of my face, covering the dark circles and puffiness in my eyes from crying. I used concealer to mask a few bruises that had formed overnight.

      “Are you guys ready to go?” I asked as I peeked out from the bathroom.

      The kittens were already on their pillow and I smiled.

      We are ready. And, Harper, Azazel mewed. There’s nothing to be nervous about.

      “They could just totally expel me at this meeting. Just saying.”

      Then we’ll eat them, Lilith joked. Or, at least, I hoped that was a joke.

      I stepped back into the main room and pulled my wand out of my uniform sleeve. I waved it at the pillow and spoke. “Vitae.” The pillow levitated and followed me as I exited my dorm room.

      All eyes were on us as we made our way to Professor Quinn’s office. The kittens looked comfortable with all the attention, but, for once, I was uneasy with being noticed. I wasn’t being watched because I was Harper Bishop. Everyone was staring because I was the student with the illegal magical kittens.

      I found the door to Professor Quinn’s office and moved my hand to knock. Before my hand could hit the door, it swung open, and I saw Professor Quinn sitting at her desk, her wand in hand. She was staring at a book, her glasses on as she scanned the pages. She motioned for me to come to take a seat and I nervously obeyed.

      We sat there in silence for a moment once the door had shut. The kittens cuddled together on their pillow, not a care in the world. I wished I could be as calm as they were. I glanced around the room and noted the crammed bookshelves and a collection of glowing, pulsating rocks on a shelf.

      Professor Quinn finally closed her book and took her glasses off, setting them to the side. Her hair was lightly curled today, her face naturally beautiful without any makeup. She looked past me and stared at the kittens intently.

      “Well, you three are nothing like I could have ever imagined. I am honored to get to meet you in my lifetime, however.”

      I like this one already, Naberius purred.

      I cleared my throat. “Naberius says he likes you. Oh, that’s, um, this one,” I floundered as I pointed out which one was Naberius.

      Professor Quinn smiled and put her hands together in front of her, resting her head on top of them. She looked amused as she finally placed her gaze on me.

      “You’re not in trouble, Miss Bishop. Quite the opposite. So please relax. You’re as tense as bowstring sitting there.”

      I exhaled loudly in relief. I might have been a pain in the ass when I first arrived at the school. But I was kind of fond of the place at that point and I really really really did not want to explain to my dad how I got expelled from Jourdemayne.

      “Normally, yes, students who kept pets at the academy before they received their license in their second year would be in serious trouble. However, the Hell Cats are a bit of a different story.”

      “So you know what they are?”

      Professor Quinn chuckled as she leaned back in her high-back chair. “I do. All the professors here are aware of the Hell Cat enchantment. When the school is in imminent danger, the Hell Cats show up and must select a guardian. We’d hoped they’d select a professor, but we won’t hold that against them.”

      She winked at the kittens as she said the last part. I beamed at the kittens happily knowing everything would be okay. I even petted Lilith while the professor continued talking.

      “We sure as hell, no pun intended,  aren’t going to deny the Hell Cats their guardian. So you may continue to attend the Jourdemayne Academy of Witchcraft and you may keep the kittens under your care.”

      “Thank you, professor.”

      “There is one important matter, though. The Hell Cats, as part of their enchantment, can’t leave the school until they feel it is safe. Do they feel the school is safe from future harm?”

      I turned to the kittens and was unfortunately not surprised by their answer.

      Olivia’s teacher is still a threat, Azazel said. We cannot leave until this teacher is dealt with.

      “I can tell by your expression that the answer is no. So, you have two choices, Miss Bishop. You can leave the Hell Cats here during the summer and a professor will look after them. Or, we will allow you to stay in the dorms over the break.”

      My heart sunk. I’d had no plans of staying in the mansion during the summer. The chance to get out of this uniform and get back to my own bedroom and the pool and my parents and the private jet…

      I shook my head and mustered the best smile I could manage. “I’ll stay here. The kittens chose me. I can’t disappoint them again. I’ve done enough of that already.”

      Professor Quinn seemed surprised, yet impressed, by my answer. “Very well. We’ll keep your room open for you after classes end. You’ll have to make your own meals in the kitchen, however.”

      “I’ve dealt with a dragon. I think I can manage cooking.”

      Professor Quinn clapped her hands together and stood up from her seat. “Splendid. You can hurry on your way then. That’s all we really needed to discuss, so you’re free to go.”

      I stood from my seat as well. But I didn’t leave the room just then. I lowered my voice in case anyone was listening and I looked worryingly at my professor. “Have Olivia’s parents been notified? And what do we do about this teacher she had? I told Professor Deidroff everything last night, but he didn’t have any answers then.”

      Professor Quinn placed a gentle hand on my back. “Rest assured Olivia’s parents have been notified. We’re also providing them a handsome fund so they can take time off work to grieve. What you need to do right now is take your mind off all of this and enjoy an uneventful rest of the year. We’ll let you know when we have any information on the teacher.”

      I nodded and took the hint to leave the office. The kittens bowed their little heads in a respectful goodbye as we went back into the hallway. An uneventful rest of the year...that sounded good to me.
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      The halls were alive with excitement as all of the students hurried to pack the last of their things and hurry to the entrance of the academy. Cars were already piling up in the driveway, parents eager to bring their daughters home. Students said hasty goodbyes to one another before smiling the whole way out.

      I stood at the base of the staircase in the entryway and crossed my arms in front of my chest. I had abandoned the uniform for the day and was wearing the same hot pink leather jacket I’d donned on the first day of class. My hair was up in a sloppy ponytail and my jeans had holes in the knees. The kittens sat on the steps next to me and played with the feet of passing girls.

      It felt weird watching everyone leave when I knew I wasn’t. I had a long summer ahead. Thank god there was cell service inside the academy. If I was going to spend three months stuck inside the mansion, I was going to need the internet so as not to go insane.

      A girl with fiery red hair pulled into tight braids came up to me with a large grin on her face. She sat her suitcases down on the ground and held her arms open for me to come in for a hug. I accepted gratefully and pulled away to take one last look at her emerald eyes and round, baby face cheeks.

      “Jem, what am I going to do without you this summer?”

      “It’s going to be a very dull summer,” she taunted. “I’m the life of the party, doll.”

      After Olivia’s death, the professors had deemed it best to move one of the other girls into my room to be my new roommate. I understood they didn’t want me to be alone, wallowing in misery or whatever. Jem had pulled me out of my slump pretty quickly, so I guess it worked.

      She leaned in and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. As she picked up her suitcases and made her way to the entrance, she shouted back at me playfully. “Don’t let Naberius eat so much. He’s getting fat!”

      Naberius halted in the middle of his playing. I am not. Can I eat her, harper?

      Absolutely not.

      Someone’s luggage hit me as they walked down the staircase and it disappointed me to see Savannah smirking at me. She didn’t even pause as she sauntered out the front door. Thanks to her losing her memory, she despised me now more than ever. She could remember fighting me and finding me in the corner with Ezra, but she didn’t recall helping save the school at all.

      Speaking of Ezra, he sheepishly stepped through the entryway and I jumped off the stairs to run over to him. I threw my arms around his neck and he put his arms around my waist, picking me up three inches off the floor. We laughed as he set me back down on the solid ground.

      “Your ears are looking great today.”

      I punched him in the arm. Over the past month, the two bumps on my head had sprouted into tiny cat ears covered with white fur that matched the kittens. I wasn’t used to them yet, but I had no plans to attempt to remove them. They were kind of cute if I was having a good hair day. The kittens definitely approved of the look.

      “You promise to stay in touch, right?”

      He took hold of my hand. “Of course. We can video chat twice a day if that’s what it takes.”

      I made a funny face and replied with a taunt. “Three times a day. Minimum.”

      He rolled his eyes. “So you’re a psycho girlfriend already?”

      I enjoyed being called that word. We’d only been officially dating for two weeks. And it was weird trying to date when you could only see each other during sanctioned inter-academy events. Although, we’d used the secret tunnel once or twice to rendezvous really quickly in-between classes. We’d have to be careful now that the professors knew it existed.

      “I’ll see you at the end of summer,” I commented glumly.

      He placed his hand on my cheek and brushed his thumb gently over my skin. I could just swim in those eyes of his. “It’ll fly by. I promise.”

      Ezra leaned forward, and I closed my eyes as he kissed me. His hand pulled my face as close to his as possible and I sighed as I melted into his touch. My cheeks felt hot when he finally pulled away and I instantly felt the desire to pull him back in for more. But his ride was already waiting for him outside. He placed one more quick kiss on my forehead and hurried back out the door, waving at me as he disappeared.

      “The food in the dining hall always makes me feel nostalgic. I just can’t explain it.” My mother’s voice was bright and peppy as she and my dad came back from breakfast in the dining hall. They weren’t taking me home, but they wanted to come to visit and meet the kittens.

      My dad put his arm around my shoulder and hugged me tightly. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay here all summer?”

      I shrugged. “It can’t get worse than a swamp dragon.”

      My father sighed when I mentioned the nasty beast. When the school notified them about the attack, instead of being worried about their daughter, they got upset that they hadn’t been there to see it themselves. Some things never changed.

      My mother gave me one last big hug and fixed some stray hairs falling out of my ponytail. She was tearing up leaving me yet again, but my father calmed her down.

      “Call us if you need us, cookie.”

      “I will, mom.”

      My father leaned down and petted Azazel, scruffling the fur between his ears. Azazel closed his eyes contentedly and purred loud enough that I could hear it. My dad had been doting on the cats all morning. And feeding them way too much. But I wasn’t going to stop him.

      “We love you, cookie!” My mother called to me as my dad pulled her slowly and agonizingly toward the front doors. I found her behavior amusing, but I also felt a twang of sadness seeing them go. I stayed there in the entryway until all the students had left and the cars disappeared in the distance.

      Glancing around me at the hauntingly empty academy, I exhaled loudly.

      God, let this be an uneventful summer.
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      Margery gazed down from the window of her apartment at the cars that were rolling away. No one had ever seen the small two-bedroom abode she lived in except her and Roger, who sat in an armchair nearby. The apartment actually rested two stories above the Jourdemayne Academy of Witchcraft, enchanted to remain invisible at all times.

      Sometimes she and Roger stayed there and watched the students learning their charms and hexes. Other times, they were traveling the world, learning new magic themselves. Students never met them. Professors rarely did. They liked it that way. Quiet and free.

      But the frown that was etched into Margery’s face was anything but free. The recent events were weighing heavily on her shoulders. She was over seven hundred years old, but she still appeared youthful and beautiful thanks to potions and charms. However, little grey hairs were starting to show in her flowing, caramel-colored locks. She spoke as she continued to watch out the window.

      “A lot of students died, Roger. And they know who was responsible here at the girls academy. But someone had to be on the inside at your academy too. There’s still a weasel at Bolingbroke.”

      Roger nodded his head, gazing blankly in the distance. He was the same age as his partner and still looked not a day over twenty-five. His blonde hair was combed back, his grey eyes looking tired. “We’ll find them, Margery. You have to be patient.”

      Margery spun around, her face filled with disgust. The deep purple robe she was wearing swirled around her, the silver stars on the fabric sparkling with every motion. “Patience? This is your fault, Roger. You know she’s behind this.”

      The word “she” had been dripping with venom and malice.

      “I know. But our hands are tied. Until she attacks again, there’s nothing I can do. I don’t even know where she is. It’s not like we exactly keep in touch.”

      Margery rolled her eyes and threw her hands up in the air. “So we’re stuck here all summer waiting for her to make a move? We were supposed to go to Venezuela and learn that necromancy spell.”

      “And learn it, we will. The Hell Cats are here just like we enchanted them to be and they have a guardian staying with them during the summer. Let’s get out of here.”

      Roger grabbed Margery’s hand softly, and she grinned as he pulled her to the exit of their modest home. She was glad to be putting this place out of her thoughts for a couple of months at least. Roger was right. There were plenty of other people who could handle their mess while they gallivanted all over the world.

      After all, Roger Bolingbroke and Margery Jourdemayne were the two most irresponsible magic users the planet had ever seen.
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