

[image: The cover image for Curses, Keys, and Secret Societies by Breanne Randall]



PRAISE FOR

The Sisters of Light and Shadow

DUOLOGY
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—Lana Harper, New York Times bestselling author of Payback’s a Witch
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To all my Dean Winchester–loving girls, this one’s for you.

Get some pie (or pudding) and settle in.





Contents


	Author’s Note

	Suggested Playlist

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Chapter 34

	Epilogue

	Acknowledgments

	Recipes

	Questions and Topics for Discussion

	About the author






Author’s Note

I always want to ensure my readers protect them-selves first, and as such would like to present a list of warn-ings for what you’ll find within. This is an adult book with adult themes such as violence, strong language/profanity, sexually explicit content, blood, murder, mentions of torture (does not go into detail), emotional manipulation, psycho-logical trauma, death of loved ones, abuse of power, parental manipulation/dysfunctional family dynamics, and trauma re-covery, and themes of betrayal and deception. Take care of yourself, please!
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Chapter 1

Evert night, without fail, Eléa Deniz dreamed of home. She’d glide along the fields in front of Château d’Ancy, the grass a rich candy apple green so bright she could almost taste it. As she passed the meticulously trimmed topiaries, she could hear the bubbling waters of the River Serein. The pull into the château was an insistent ticking that echoed in her chest like a clock running out. The lion’s head doorknob was cold to the touch. The door pushed open easily, lighter than a feather despite its towering height. She would barely register the harsh lines and gilded opulence, the marble col-umns and mosaic floor, and the familiar smells of wood pol-ish and citronella, when her father would appear at the top of the sweeping grand staircase.

“Abomination,” he would whisper. “You are not welcome here. This is no home of yours.” And then, with a lazy flick of his hand, as if she were nothing more than a gnat, he would kill her.

The dreams rarely varied, though sometimes she would have time to traverse those old corridors, sneak into her room or beloved library before he appeared and whispered those damning words. And always, she’d wake sobbing and disoriented. This time, though, her mother appeared beside her father. Their cold gazes sent a stake of ice down her throat, freezing her insides.

“The girl does nothing but read and draw in her room all day, Ahmed. Whatever your father is doing, it’s not working.”

“Have patience, Céline,” Ahmed responded. “This has been generations in the making. Everything will come to fruition. Bana güven,” he added in Turkish. Trust me.

He waved a hand, and the floor opened beneath her. Then she was falling, falling, falling.. . 

Eléa woke on a scream, her stomach dropping as she re-membered she wasn’t in her own home. The plane dipped, and her stomach went with it. It had been four years since she’d flown, and seeing the storm clouds out the window did nothing to calm her nerves. Scrabbling frantically, she pulled out her sketchbook and opened to a blank page. The weight of the pages on her lap, the binding pressing into her knees, comforted her. She swept her charcoal pencil across the page, and soon Château d’Ancy began to take shape despite her trembling hand. She focused her breathing, remembering the details. The row of dormer windows, the sweeping front lawn, and the moat. She hadn’t been home for four long years, and the closer she got, the more her skin tingled, and the magic yawned inside her like it was waking up after a long nap.

Goddess above, she thought. I’m doing this. I’m going back.

She’d packed a bag, left a note for her brother, Lucien, and left Gold Springs, California, her home for the last four years. She knew her departure would make her brother worry, but she’d be back soon, and life would resume its predictable pat-tern. Sarai was the only one who knew what she was doing. And Eléa was shocked when her best friend, the constant worrier that she was, hadn’t cautioned her against going.

“I understand,” Sarai had said. “You have to do this for yourself.” It was such a Sarai thing to say, full of compassion and empathy. Eléa had stayed in Gold Springs, getting her degree in art history by night and working at the Petridi sis-ters’ Tea and Tome bookshop by day. Sarai, meanwhile, had continued her job as a prolific curse breaker, traveling around the world and helping anyone who needed it. Eléa didn’t see her often, but when she did, it was as soothing to her soul as chamomile tea on a winter evening.

Eléa trailed a finger over the page of her sketchbook. On the outside, it looked like any other notebook with its plain black cover. But this one was charmed with endless pages and filled with not just charcoal sketches but recipes, spells, and journal entries. It was more of a scrapbook than any-thing. Seeing Château d’Ancy on the page, she felt the ache in her heart shimmer with empty longing like a mirage in the desert. The house, if it could be called that, had always been like another family member to her. When her mother would scold her, a mug of hot chocolate would appear on her bed-side table as she cried silently into her pillow. Sometimes books would appear on her dresser. Novels she was certain her father would never allow in the library. As she got older, the château grew thick, sturdy vines up around the lattice outside her bedroom window, so she could climb down them without having to sneak through the halls. Other times, a fire would appear in the grate before she’d even said she was cold. Those stone walls offered more warmth than her mother ever had.

And now her mother was dying.

The captain’s voice crackled over the speakers. Time to ar-rival was now one hour. A flight attendant came by with a cart, pouring coffee and handing out water bottles. Eléa squeezed the flimsy cup of wretched black coffee too tight until some of it spilled over and burned her fingers. It was true that those stone halls were riddled with bad memories, but there were good ones, too. Birthday tea with her father, the one time of year when she could be sure of his undivided attention. Learning his Turkish traditions and laughing to-gether as he taught her the language. French was her first language, but Turkish came naturally, and she practiced En-glish with her brother and Malik every chance she got. By the time she turned seven, she was fluent in all three.

And then there was playing with Alejandra, the daughter of a Shadowcraft family that sometimes had meetings with Ahmed. The comfort of the library. Midnight escapades with Alex.

Her stomach dipped again. She’d been trying so hard not to think of him. To put him out of her mind. He probably wouldn’t even be there. But still, his image was burned into her retinas like she’d been looking at the sun.

She remembered the first time she’d ever seen him, on the banks of the River Serein. She’d been crying over a panicked duckling that’d lost its mother when, as if by magic, the mother duck appeared out of nowhere to soothe the soft, shrill whistles of her duckling. Alex had been tall and gangly but breathtakingly beautiful, and she quickly wiped her eyes, not wanting to appear weak.

“It’s okay,” he’d said with a kind smile. “Tears just mean you care, and there’s nothing to be ashamed of about that.” They swam together after that, jumping into the river fully clothed and laughing as the ducks circled them. She could still see the carefree way he shook the water out of his eyes on that hot summer day.

With years and distance between them, it was easier to admit that she’d been in love with her childhood best friend. The enduring, heart-wrenching, life-altering kind of first love that made your world a kaleidoscope of light and color. Until he’d left without explanation.

She’d simply woken up one day and he was gone. The sting of his sudden departure had dimmed over the years, but she still felt it even now. A bitter flavor in her mouth that tasted of arugula and peppercorns. She was only seventeen the last time she’d seen him, shortly before Lucien had whisked her away. And yet she could still perfectly conjure the dimple in his right cheek, the soft curls of his dark blond hair. She rarely allowed herself to think of Alex, the anger at his disap-pearance always warring with the fond memories of growing up alongside him. Even now, one of those memories tugged at the fringes of her mind. They’d been lying under a blan-ket of stars talking about something important, though she couldn’t remember what. But he won’t be there, she told her-self. He’d dreamed for so long of going to Le Cordon Bleu, the prestigious culinary arts school in Paris. Of opening his own patisserie or chocolaterie. The only thing that would be left of him at Château d’Ancy was the ghost of memories from their misspent youth.

Her coffee gone, Eléa began to fill in some of the shading on her sketch, losing her thoughts until the flight attendant made the announcement to put up the tray tables.

Half an hour later, the plane landed, and she disembarked. The bustle of the Paris–Charles de Gaulle airport settled into her bones. There was the cacophony of a dozen different lan-guages being spoken all at different volumes and the sound of the loudspeaker in French detailing departure times. She stopped at Paul’s, a boulangerie chain, and ordered a crois-sant and an espresso, moaning indecently as she consumed both at a standing table while watching families rush by.

In Gold Springs, she had been living in borrowed space with Lucien and his new bride, Calliope Petridi. And the more time went on, the more Eléa ached to set her feet on French soil, to return to a place where she belonged and that belonged to her in return. She was grateful that she had packed light when she had to take the RER B train to Gare du Nord and then transfer to the D line to get to Gare de Lyon. She boarded another train to Montbard and wished fiercely that she had her brother’s ability to simply appear where he wished to go in the span of seconds. But of course, shadow walking was yet another thing Lucien had refused to teach her. “Too many things can go wrong,” he’d always say, giving her that look she hated. Like she could easily break. His eyes tended to cloud over when he looked at her, as though he still saw her pale and drained and dying in that clearing in the Forgotten Forest four years ago.

With a sigh, she exited the train and called a taxi to drive her the forty-five minutes to the village of Lucida.

It was nearly noon when she arrived, and despite the cool autumn breeze, rivulets of sweat beaded down her back. She stood in the shade of a copse of trees at the end of the drive and took a deep, steadying breath. The crunch of tires against gravel as the cab pulled away echoed in her bones. She picked up her suitcase and bag, the long strap digging into her shoulder. Her eyes were puffy from too much sleep and her fingers were still swollen from flying. Her pleated skirt had a mysterious stain on it, and though she’d tried to finger-comb her long hair on the drive over, it was in a hopeless state.

Finally alone, she breathed in the peace of the trees and dirt and wind, letting them sink into her. She dipped into her well of magic to fuel a series of little spells that cleaned the stain off her skirt, polished her leather Mary Janes, and smoothed her long dark hair. Clothes were like armor, and she needed the full suit for what she was about to face. With a last little charm to smooth the wrinkles from her silk blouse, she buttoned her blazer and straightened her beret.

She strode forward, her heart beating faster with every step. As her anxiety rose, so, too, did the whispers that had been plaguing her ever since that fateful night in the Forgot-ten Forest. She could never quite make out the words, but anytime her magic flared, or her emotions heightened, the whispers returned like an old friend. She’d never told any-one, least of all Lucien. He worried about her enough already. But she’d grown accustomed to them by now, and when those voices fanned about her, something inside her settled.
 
The birch trees that lined the drive seemed to sway in wel-come. Their leaves were already turning brown. For some reason, her magic stirred in time with their rustling. Like her parents and brother, she was a Shadowcrafter, which meant she drew on the well of self, using what was already inside to fuel the magic. Lightcraft, meanwhile, drew on the power of nature. It was strange indeed that the whistle of wind through those trees would stir the magic within her. Perhaps she’d spent too much time around the Petridi sisters, Lightcraft witches all. But the thought flew from her as the château came into sight.

Home was as imposing and beautiful as it had ever been—the sweeping front lawn, the emerald grass that had played so often in her dreams, the hedges shaped with such preci-sion the edges could cut you. The south side of the château abutted a small forest. The north perimeter was surrounded by a moat, fed from a large, snaking stream that led to the River Serein. If she strained her ears, she could hear the wa-ters, and oh how she ached to run to the shore and splash into it. Now that she was so close, wading in that icy water seemed like a better choice than facing her father and her memories.

There, standing on the front steps between two gargan-tuan stone pillars, was her father, Ahmed Deniz. Behind him stood a towering beast of a man, his face hidden in the shad-ows.

As she approached, her father stepped forward. Still hand-somely weathered, Ahmed had so much of Lucien in his fea-tures it almost hurt to look at him. The last time she’d seen him, he’d held her hostage in the Forgotten Forest, had tried to trade her life for the ancient power that he believed rested in the Dark Oak back in Gold Springs. But it had been so at odds with whom she’d known him to be growing up. He had been distant, true, but never unkind. She rarely saw him, but the memories she held in her heart.. . they were good ones, weren’t they?

She never told Ahmed about her grandfather’s experi-ments. She’d been too weak. Too afraid her grandfather would follow through on his threats. So when she saw her father, she smiled as Grandfather told her to. Discussed her prog-ress. But never told the truth. Honesty would only bring more pain. And even to this day, a fake smile felt safer than the truth.

She suffered through those experiments that were sup-posed to increase her weak Shadowcraft magic. And she did it willingly, gladly, even. For years. Because all she had wanted was to honor the Deniz name. To make her father proud.

She faced him now, desperately wishing she didn’t have this aching need for his love. His approval. But in the hollow of her soul was an unhealed little girl still hurting from the trauma of her past.

“You came,” her father said quietly, his eyes darting to the ground. “But I’m afraid you’re too late. Your mother is al-ready gone.” Words lodged in her throat. Up close she saw that her father’s skin looked gray. There were dark circles under his eyes and a yawning sadness that stretched over his features like a mask.

Eléa pictured her mother’s thin, angular face, a contrast to her own round features. She saw the purse of her lips as Eléa, age six, littered croissant crumbs on the table linen. She thought of the times she’d gone to her mother, pleading for softness, only to be met with distance and coldness. It had only caused Eléa to long for that warmth even more. Deter-mined that she would never become like her.

Eléa didn’t mourn her mother—she mourned what her mother could have been. The relationship she’d always dreamed of. Staying up late and drinking hot cocoa and shar-ing secrets instead of the looks of disapproval and silent treatment. But for all her mother’s faults, she had been the one who balanced Ahmed. Without her there, how far would he go in his quest to destroy Lightcrafters, and who would stop him? She stared at her father with a lump in her throat and her eyes itching as she tried to hold back the tears. Not for the loss of her mother, but for her father’s broken heart. He might be a monster, but he was still a man.

When she dropped her bag and closed the gap between them and threw her arms around her father, she was as shocked as he was.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. He was stiff, his arms at his sides. He smelled the same. Like old books and apple tea and the curling, sweet scent of nargileh smoke. Slowly, stiffiy, he gave her a brief squeeze, kissed her lightly on both cheeks, and then stepped back with a terse nod.

Eléa had many questions, but Ahmed raised a hand as if sensing this. “I’ll tell you more later, my daughter. First.. . ” He beckoned to the man in the shadows whom Eléa had all but forgotten.

Eléa finally looked at the man, really looked, and his dark eyes shuttered as he stared back. The muscles in his square jaw clenched, his thick brows furrowed. Her heart jumped, and she let out a sharp breath of disbelief.

“Alex?”

He’d been tall when they were young, but he was tower-ing now, his once lanky body filled out with lithe muscle. His dark blond curls were cropped short, and his beard was shaved close, little more than a five-o’clock shadow. His hands were clasped tightly in front of him. He spoke not a word of welcome. Memories crashed through her. The feel of his hand in hers as they ran pell-mell down to the river in the dead of night, midnight forays into the kitchen, hide-and-seek in the cool halls of the château during high summer, searching for four-leaf clovers for hours in the field, whis-pered dreams and solemn promises. And now, he was here. Had she wished him into existence?

A knife twisted in Eléa’s chest. The memory of his disap-pearance settled in her gut. He offered no explanation, no apology. Merely that blank stare, as though he was seeing straight through her. Her cheeks flushed with anger.

“I see you remember Alexandre,” Ahmed said, and there was a flat tonality to his words that made Eléa’s heart lurch.

“Unfortunately,” Eléa said, refusing to look at Alex. Though it was harder than she thought it would be.

“He is my second-in-command at the Shadowcraft Acad-emy.”

Eléa started. “Academy?”

“A graduate school for Shadowcraft practitioners,” her fa-ther said. Shock coursed through her, followed immediately by suspicion. What was her father up to? Was he going to force her to join? Before she could ask, he said, “I know you have questions, and I will answer them soon. For now, Alex-andre will escort you to your rooms.”

“I think I know the way to my own bedroom,” Eléa said, affronted.

“I am aware, my daughter,” Ahmed said, and he sounded so, so tired. “But the Academy is officially in session tomor-row, and the students have already arrived. We have ex-panded certain parts of the château over the last few years to accommodate the faculty, students, and classrooms. So, ev-erything is not quite as you left it. And some of the students can be, shall we say, antagonistic to newcomers. I would feel better if Alexandre accompanied you.”

“Why can’t you do it?” Eléa asked, fully aware she sounded like a petulant child.

“I have Academy matters I must attend to. And Alexandre is the only person I truly trust here.”

He is? Eléa wondered. Her father’s second-in-command. Alex, working for Ahmed. What happened to his dream of a chocolaterie? She couldn’t connect the dots.

“I will be finished by the time you are settled. Alexandre will wait for you and bring you to my office. After we have talked, you can be on your way tomorrow morning. But I do not want you traveling at night alone. Understand?” The irony of his wanting to protect her after trying to barter her life for magic four years ago was not lost on her.

Eléa’s eyes finally slid to Alex, who did not look happy about playing babysitter. Ahmed’s eyes, meanwhile, were dis-tant, though Eléa barely registered the look before he van-ished on the spot. And she was left alone with her former first love turned stranger.





Chapter 2

Alex walked five steps ahead of her at a Brisk pace. He didn’t look back to ensure she was following him, and his aloof demeanor prickled her skin.

This man was not the boy she once knew. He was cold where the young Alex had been nothing but warmth and kindness and humor. The change flustered her and, more than that, made her hands clench in anger. What had she done to provoke such a response? He was the one who had abandoned her without word or note. Left her alone when she was at her weakest. And now here he was, working for her father without so much as an explanation.

Yet his presence was unexpectedly familiar, and she was overcome with an absurd desire to catch up to him and slip her hand into his, just to see if it fit perfectly the way she remembered. No, she inwardly scolded herself. He can’t be trusted.

She looked around the vast halls, and as she inhaled the scent of wood polish and citronella, a flood of bad memories rushed forth. Her body remembered the pain at the hands of her grandfather. The humiliation. The fear. And now, that old panic rose, clutching at her chest, the trauma response choking her.

To calm herself, she listened to the click of her heels on the marble floor. Felt the bite of her fingernails in her palms as she clenched her hands into fists. Drew in a deep breath through her nose and exhaled it through her mouth. She could do this.

She followed Alex down the hallways that she hadn’t tra-versed in years but knew like the back of her hand. Her eyes tracked over the portraits hanging on the stone walls, little alcoves where marble busts were positioned just so. Sconces in the stone walls lit with witchlight cast long shadows across the floor. Nothing had changed. Except for the man in front of her, his boots sounding against the stone floor like gun-shots. Displeasure radiated from him, and instead of it caus-ing her to shrink like she normally would, it ignited a fire in her. She had done nothing to deserve his ire.

He stopped outside of her old room on the second floor and opened the door, glaring at her with those piercing eyes as he gestured for her to enter. With a small, conciliatory smile, she did so. He only scowled again, closing the door behind her and dropping her bag unceremoniously onto the bed. He turned to face her.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said without preamble, and her chest squeezed at the deep timbre of his voice. The first time she’d heard it in years, smooth as melted chocolate and rich as a deep amber whiskey. She wanted to drink it down and let it soothe her parched throat.

“It’s good to see you again, too, Alexandre,” she said archly, crossing her arms and leaning against one of the poles of her four-poster bed as she inspected him head to toe. If she could act tough, she could be tough.

Wordlessly, he stepped toward her. Eléa craned her neck to look up at him, his presence encroaching on hers, filling the space. Her heart beat faster at his nearness, so close she could smell him, heat and smoke and a touch of sweetness.

He was glorious. That straight, aquiline nose. His pointed chin and sharp cheekbones. He was handsome, yes, but there was also something pretty about the symmetrical lines of his face. His dark brown eyes were deep and expressive and seemed to hold the weight of unspoken stories, the kind that only time and experience could etch into one’s soul. Eléa rec-ognized the pain there, for she knew that if she looked in a mirror, she would see the same darkness reflected in her own eyes. The years had molded the boy she once knew into a man whose presence sent her heart beating in ways it had no right to.

“Your father should not have called you back here,” Alex murmured.

“He wanted me to say goodbye to my mother,” Eléa said, her throat tight. She’d wanted so badly to have that final goodbye. To close the chapter on her childhood that had caused so many wounds, too many scars. Now she’d never have that chance. For the briefest moment, his eyes softened, but she blinked, and that hard mask was back in place.

“It’s not the only reason,” he said. “There’s more going on here, and you shouldn’t be any part of it.”

“Why are you part of it then?” she demanded. “I mean, you’re his second-in-command. A far cry from the chocolat-erie, no? Your father must be proud.” She knew the barb was mean-spirited and regretted it at once. She might still be mad at him, but this was Alex, after all.

He stepped back, his eyes flashing. “I know how you must feel about your father. I know what happened in that forest,” he said. “You didn’t come to appease Ahmed or to say good-bye to your mother. You wanted to come home, but this place has become something else. And you do not belong here, Eléa, not anymore.” The sound of her name on his lips in that deep voice made her stomach cartwheel, but his anger made her indignant.

“You know nothing about me.” She was inches away from him now and breathing hard as she jabbed him in the chest. This wasn’t like her. She didn’t like confrontation, but he provoked her deeply, stirring up too many old emotions. And yet, there was something thrilling about it. About finally standing up for herself.

He didn’t budge. There were a hundred memories dancing between them, charging the air with electricity.

“Perhaps that’s for the best,” he said quietly, his eyes dis-tant. She didn’t know for certain, but she sensed that his mind was clouded with the past just as hers had been.

“Why are you like this?” she whispered, her voice soften-ing without permission. “What happened to you?” Where is my childhood best friend? she wanted to add, but kept it to her-self. The space between them was tangible. “If you know what my father did in the Forgotten Forest, why are you working with him?”

“You have no idea what you’ve walked into here, princess.” She bristled at the old nickname but didn’t let it stop her.

“Then tell me,” she cried, desperately grabbing his hand. His palms were rough and calloused, his fingers engulfing hers. “Where is Andre?” she asked, and at the mention of his younger brother, his eyes went dark, but she pressed on. “What happened to Le Cordon Bleu?”

She barely stopped herself from asking the next question. Why did you leave me?

He silently looked down at their entwined hands, and if she could sketch this moment, she would call it Longing. But then he wrenched his hand from hers, turned on his heel, and left, slamming the door behind him.

She wanted to punch him. She wanted to kiss him. She hated this new version of him. She missed him when he was standing right in front of her. She clearly needed more therapy.
 
Questions swirled in her head. What had happened to Alex? Was he here against his will? What was this Academy her father had started? And most important, why did Alex want her to leave so badly? Was her father hiding something?
 
With Alex gone, Eléa finally settled into her room. It was expansive and cold despite the fire glowing in the cavernous fireplace. As though the château sensed her shiver, a blanket appeared draped over the back of the worn chair in front of the grate. A steaming mug of tea appeared next on the side table, and the scent of bergamot wafted up. She wrapped her fingers around the cup, letting the heat warm her hands. Many a winter night she’d curled up here with a book, trying to block out the world. After all, there was no magic quite like that of a good novel.

The walls were decorated with gilt-edged landscape paint-ings. Thick, heavy curtains framed the open windows and swayed slightly in the breeze. The room had been cleaned, not a speck of dust to be found. The long, low dresser was covered in framed pictures. She smiled at the one of her on Malik’s shoulders, laughing, gazing into the distance instead of at the camera lens. She didn’t remember a life without Malik in it, the orphan boy her father had brought home one day long before she was born. He was as much a brother to her as Lucien was. And there, the photos of her and Lucien made her chest ache. They were all so young. She wouldn’t be here long, but perhaps she should send him a message telling him that she was safe. Despite his overprotective ways, she didn’t want him to worry. But she also didn’t want to deal with his admonishments. His disappointment. He wouldn’t understand her need to return home, to say goodbye, not truly. And she couldn’t tell him about their mother in a letter. She would wait until she was back home, so she could break the news in person.

What had Lucien done when he found out she’d left? Surely he’d discovered her note by now. Her empty room. Part of her was surprised he hadn’t shadow walked straight to the château and dragged her back home. She had a sneak-ing suspicion that her sister-in-law had something to do with that. Calliope knew what it meant to need to do things for yourself. After all, she’d spent her whole life trading memo-ries for magic, running from her past, until Lucien showed up. Most likely, Calliope had convinced Lucien to let Eléa go. For now. Perhaps she’d send a note to Calliope instead. But not yet. Right now, she was back in her childhood room, and the nostalgia was taking up too much space to think about anything else.

One whole wall was lined with bookshelves, and there were fresh taper and pillar candles on all the surfaces. Some-one had remembered her penchant for candlelight. She doubted it was her father, who had never spent any time in her room. But the alternative, that Alex had remembered and had them placed there, was almost as unbelievable.

As she stared at the candles, they all lit at once, their flames flickering in a cheery hello. She smiled, and the curtains swayed, the windowpanes rattled.

“I’m back,” she whispered to the walls. “Just for a little while.”

She laughed quietly when a golden, flaky croissant ap-peared on the dresser. The delicate patterned plate winked up at her. The château remembered. Whenever she’d been sad as a child, a croissant would appear. In the library where she’d hide after her mother would scold her, in the arbore-tum where she’d take refuge after a lesson with her grandfa-ther. Often, a cup of hot chocolate would accompany it, a dollop of freshly whipped sweetened cream on top.

She took a bite and savored the soft layers, a little slice of comfort amid the maelstrom of emotions. She remembered sitting on her bed for hours, practicing little spells. Hoping she could stave off another “lesson” from her grandfather. Praying she could make her parents proud. But her magic had never come easy. Every time she cast, it seemed as though she was missing some integral piece. And the older she got, the more volatile her magic became, until it began to dissi-pate altogether. Her magic, those experiments—they had been killing her. It was why Lucien had been so desperate for the power of the Dark Oak. In healing her, it had also re-stored her magic. But it was unstable, filled with whispers that were strange and unknowable. And being home again forced all those old feelings of inadequacy to resurface.

“I am not my magic,” she whispered to herself. “My magic does not dictate my worth. I am worthy and safe and loved just because I exist, not because of what I can do.”

She let the practiced words wash over her as she peeled off her clothes and got into the shower. She took her time, scrub-bing off the smell of stale airplane air and letting the hot water tease out her tense muscles. After braiding her hair in one thick plait, she dressed in a pair of brown high-waisted, pleated pants and a cream satin blouse with lace edging and three-quarter-length bubble sleeves. She’d spent a portion of each paycheck from Tea and Tome at the vintage store in Gold Springs. Maya Johnson, who owned Autumn’s Attic, knew her eclectic style and always saved the pieces she thought Eléa would love. A pang went through her heart at the thought of Gold Springs. Being so far away made her re-alize just how much she’d grown to be part of the community there.

They’d been through so much together. She’d been there when Calliope and her sisters grieved the loss of their aunt Lyra. She’d been there when Lucien and Malik had extracted their aunt Daphne from the pages of a grimoire, seen her restored to her body. Daphne’s sister Penelope had spelled her into the book to protect her from the Petridi curse.

She’d been there when that curse had finally been lifted, when Calliope healed Eléa with the power of the Dark Oak. She owed Calliope her life, and she swore to herself she wouldn’t squander it.

Eléa slipped on a pair of loafers and found in her closet an old leather satchel with a sandpaper sharpener and a few stubs of charcoal pencils inside. With a sigh, she held one of the pencils, opened her sketchbook, and let the lines flow. She drew herself. Her shoulders relaxed, her mind going de-lightfully blank as she sketched her outfit and the thick plait of her hair. When she got to her face, she gave herself a de-termined set to her mouth and a fierceness to her eyes. This was the woman she would choose to be. After staring at the drawing and willing some of that confidence into herself, she took a deep breath, snapped the notebook closed, and then opened the door only to find her father waiting for her.

“Come with me,” he said. She squared her shoulders and followed him to his office.

It was exactly the same as she remembered it. Dark and expansive with touches of forest green and burgundy. The mahogany desk took up one corner of the massive room, and the rest of the walls were filled with floor-to-ceiling book-shelves.

“It’s hard to believe that you’re standing here,” Ahmed said, breaking the silence. Eléa looked at her father, the deep lines in his forehead, the silver hair at his temples, the dark eyes that reminded her so much of Lucien.

“I can barely believe it myself,” she said truthfully.

“I presume you came against your brother’s wishes?”

Eléa pursed her lips and gave a curt nod.

“I’m proud of you,” he said tightly. “For forging your own path. And I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing.” He sat in the leather chair behind his desk and leaned back, studying her face. There was something hidden in the depths of his gaze.

“When did she.. . pass?” Eléa asked.

“Not long ago.” That was all.

“How did it happen? Your letter only said that she was sick and fading quickly.”

“I could not put the truth in a letter that might be inter-cepted by those who would seek our downfall,” he said, and finally, a hint of sharpness returned to his voice. A spark of anger. “Not when you were surrounded by them.”

“They’re not like that,” Eléa said, her own voice firmer than she intended it to be. But her father only pursed his lips just as she’d done a moment ago. “You hate them so much, the Lightcrafters. Maybe they put the wraith curse on us for good reason. Maybe something happened during the Great Rift that—”

“The wraith curse they put on us,” he said, interrupting her, “on Shadowcrafters, is the very reason your mother is gone! It is because of them that we can never have full access to our magic. Because of them that if we delve too deeply we turn into monsters. Four years ago, a wraith got the better of her. But I saved her before she fully turned. Ever since, I’ve been trying to heal her. To bring her back. But she finally suc-cumbed to it.”

“Four years ago? She’s been dying for four years?” Eléa cried, quickly realizing the math. An uneasy feeling settled in her stomach.

“After what happened in the Forgotten Forest.. . I thought it best to give you and your brother some distance.” Her fa-ther shifted, his eyes pained. “I should have reached out sooner, but your mother and I also didn’t want you to see her in that state. When I contacted you, I didn’t realize it would be too late by the time you got here.” He looked away, his voice now clogging with emotion. “It’s no excuse, but I was half crazed with grief in the Forgotten Forest. I had hoped the power of the Dark Oak would save her. I did not know that Lucien was seeking it to save you. I thought he only wanted it to destroy me.”

“Why didn’t you tell us any of this?” Eléa asked, hating the way her tone turned pleading. “Why did you work against Lucien? Betray him? Both of us?”

“I thought I could save her!” he barked, and Eléa’s heart rate spiked at the volume. “If I didn’t tell anyone, perhaps it wouldn’t be real. It’s why I started the Academy. It’s why Al-exandre is here. All of it, to try and find a way to break this damn curse. If I could have full access to my magic, I could have brought her back. Healed her.” His voice broke a little. “And as if Lucien would have trusted me?” He scoffed. “He has always hated me. I knew it wouldn’t matter what I said. He wouldn’t believe me.”

She knew her father was right. To her brother’s credit, it was deserved.

“But how did this happen?” she asked. “How did a wraith attack Mother? They flocked to Gold Springs because the Dark Oak acted as a beacon. But here? In the French coun-tryside? It doesn’t make sense.” A shiver rolled its way down her spine like a slithering eel, slimy and wet and slightly elec-trifying. Wraiths were not her favorite subject of discussion.

“I know you don’t want to hear this. But there is a reason I detest the Lightcrafters. There is a reason I’m trying so hard to break this wraith curse. That the Deniz clan has been try-ing for centuries.” He took a breath, his eyes meeting hers. “The Lightcrafters cursed Shadowcrafters so that if we drew too deeply from the well of our magic, we would turn into those mindless soul-sucking bastards. But as time has gone on, it takes less magic to turn into wraiths. And they are now multiplying at a faster rate than they ever have before. They’re able to convert others into wraiths now, like they did to your mother. Something is coming. They are.. . ” He shook his head. “These wraiths are different, yavrum.” The term of endearment seemed to slip out of him without thinking. “Little one.” It conjured memories of sitting on her father’s lap, sipping apple tea, and sneaking bites of tahini helva.

“Different how?” Eléa asked, her fingers wrapping around the curved arms of the chair and squeezing until her knuckles turned white. “I saw the wraiths in Gold Springs. Different can only mean worse.” When she didn’t have the recurring nightmare of her father killing her, she had night terrors filled with those demons. Their leathery skin and terrifying faces. The screeches that rent the night and dug into her soul. She would wake screaming, already out of bed, her feet searching for purchase as she tried to run. And for weeks afterward, she’d lie under the covers and stare at the ceiling for hours, unable to fall asleep, terrified that they would in-vade her dreams again.

“When you saw them in Gold Springs, they were mindless. Driven only by the need to find magic and let it fill them. The Dark Oak was a beacon, yes. One they wanted to consume. But the wraith that nearly took your mother.. . there was intelligence in its eyes. I have seen many horrors in this life, but this was different. It sparked fear in my heart. I have not seen one since. Yet if there is one, there will be more. And we must be prepared.”

“The Academy,” Eléa breathed.

“Yes.” Ahmed nodded approvingly. “To train Shadowcraft-ers to fight the wraiths. But more than that, to find a way to break the wraith curse placed on us by Lightcraft witches so we can have full access to our power. Without that, we stand no chance.” Eléa knew the stories. How after the Great Rift many centuries ago, the Craft was separated into Light and Shadow.

Lightcrafters drew their power from the natural world, while Shadowcraft was fueled by the well of magic within oneself. The Lightcraft witches, terrified of the Shadowcraft-ers’ ability, cursed them so when they drew too much magic, they would turn into soulless wraiths, seeking only to con-sume other souls in order to grow stronger. But if what her father said was true.. . 

“This goes beyond prejudice and bigotry,” he said, inter-rupting her thoughts. “This goes beyond family feuds and the Great Rift. This is about the fate of not just witches, but the world. The Lightcrafters didn’t know what they were doing when they created that curse. Unless we stop them, the wraiths will grow so powerful that humanity will become their feast.”

And that was the moment Eléa realized her father hadn’t just created a school. He was building an army.






Chapter 3

Eléa stared at her father, the words stuck in her throat. He was doing this to protect humanity?

“How do you plan on breaking the wraith curse?” Eléa asked, her stomach churning. Did she really want to know the answer? She had a feeling it involved a lot of bloodshed.

“Alexandre is working on a solution.” His forearms rested on the desk, his hands clasped in front of him as he stared at the papers spread out before him. When he looked at her, his gaze was steeled. “This château is protected now. The wraiths cannot sense our magic here. It is one of the reasons so many parents have been keen for their children to attend the Acad-emy.” He paused. Silence filled the room like water, weighty and cold. Sitting on her chest. Suffocating her. He wasn’t going to ask. A pained expression crossed his face. Eyebrows knit-ted. Jaw ticking. Deniz men had never been very good at ex-pressing their emotions.

“I understand that you most likely wish to return to Gold Springs,” he said roughly. “And for all your brother’s faults, I do trust him to take care of you. But—” He paused again as though choosing his words. “I would prefer it if you were able to take care of yourself.”

Eléa let the statement sink in. For years she’d begged Lu-cien to teach her. She’d longed to test her abilities. Discover how strong she truly was since her transformation at the Dark Oak. What would it be like? To be in control. To fi-nally understand how to wield all this potential that rested inside her, slumbering like a dragon waiting to be awakened. To breathe fire. To fly.

“Your brother has never cared for power. But perhaps you do. And my Academy would teach you. The faculty would do an excellent job.”

Her father cleared his throat, and with a wave of his hand and a quietly murmured spell, a tea service appeared. The sight of those thin-rimmed tulip glasses made Eléa more emotional than anything else. There were so many memories attached to the smell of that tea. It wafted toward her now. The steam rising. The sweet apple scent of it.

“I can’t.. . ” she said, her eyes tracking her father’s move-ment as with another lazy flick of his hand, one of the ince belli glasses filled and floated gently through the air toward her. She held it between her thumb and middle finger. “I can’t stay here,” she said, staring not at her father but at the tea.

“This is your home,” he said gruffiy. “Even if you did not attend the Academy, you would still be welcome to stay.”

A tightness bloomed in Eléa’s chest. Truth spells and verity potions didn’t always work, but she ached for some way of knowing if her father was telling the truth.

“I’ll give you my decision tomorrow,” she said, and he nod-ded.

“I will call Alexandre to take you back to your room, and then he will be there to escort you to dinner in the dining hall.” At his words, the tightness in her chest turned to fury.

“Whether I stay or go, I don’t want or need an escort. I may not have full command of my magic, but I do of my wits. And I refuse to walk around my own house guided by that hulking grump of a man,” she snapped.

“Very well,” he said, steepling his fingers beneath his chin. And there was a glint in his eye. Was it pride? Amusement? Eléa tried to ignore it as she darted back into the hall. She didn’t even give herself time to catch her breath before she was practically sprinting back to her room.

Her footfalls echoed against the stone floor. Her mother was dead. Her father was creating an army. The wraiths.. . she shuddered and slowed her steps, finally reaching her bedroom door. Turning the handle felt like entering another world. Like stepping back into the past. And then, as she crossed the threshold, something flew at her.

There was a small, high-pitched squealing sound. The sound of rustling fabric. But before she could make out any details, she was being yanked into a pair of slender arms. Crushed in a hug that stole her breath. She smelled amber and jasmine and pulled back in shock.

“Sarai,” she breathed, her eyes wide, mouth gaping, heart racing. And then pulled her in for another hug. She could have cried from the comfort of that familiar embrace, but didn’t want her best friend to worry more than she knew she already was. The joy was immense, Sarai’s presence soothing the knot inside her chest. “What are you doing here? My fa-ther will kill you if he finds out!”

“I’m the one who’s supposed to worry in this relation-ship,” Sarai said with a watery laugh, carefully dabbing her eyes so as not to smear her perfect makeup. She was as ethe-really beautiful as always. She wore a floor-length abaya in cerulean blue cinched at the waist and a matching hijab that covered her hair completely but exposed part of her slender neck. “Come,” she said, holding out her hands. “I’ll tell you everything.”

“The last time you saw my father, you betrayed him. How is it possible you’re here?” Eléa demanded, following Sarai to the bed where they both sat.

“Your father was surprisingly understanding,” Sarai said as her eyes roved over Eléa’s face. Her best friend reached out and brushed a strand of hair behind Eléa’s ear. “It’s so good to see you. I missed you.”

“I missed you, too. Now spill.” Sarai was only two years older than her, and when Lucien had introduced them all those years ago, they formed an instant bond. Lucien had hired Sarai to protect her as he tried to break the enchant-ments on the Dark Oak, wanting to use the magic to heal her. Eléa got her Guardian, but she got a best friend, too. And yet Lucien still forbade Sarai from teaching Eléa Shadowcraft. Too dangerous, he’d say. And Sarai, for all her curse-breaking bravado, refused to go against him.

“I was already in France on a job when you told me you were coming,” Sarai said. “I decided to follow you. I got here shortly before you did. Ahmed said he would allow me to enroll in the Academy, if I chose.”

“No,” Eléa breathed.

“It’s true.” Sarai laughed softly. “I told him that I was protecting you back in the Forgotten Forest, and he said he understood. That my skill for breaking curses would be a welcome addition here.”

“Sarai,” Eléa said, her forehead scrunched, her lips pursed. “Tell me you didn’t come here just to keep an eye on me.”

“I could tell you that, but it would be a lie,” Sarai said primly.

“Rai, I can take care of myself!”

“It’s not the only reason!” she argued. “Something’s going on here that’s bigger than all of us, and I intend to find out what it is. I’ve heard too many rumors from my network for it all to be a coincidence.”

“For someone who worries so much, you seem to find yourself in a lot of trouble,” Eléa said with a frown.

“My skill set means I come by it honestly.” She shrugged. “Being good at breaking curses means bad things tend to happen around you. But look, you really are just staying to say goodbye to your mother, right?”

“She’s already dead,” Eléa said, biting the inside of her cheek.

“Oh,” Sarai said softly. “I’m so sorry.”

“I’ll be okay.” Eléa shook her head. “It’s not like it was with you and your mother. Everything you do is to honor her leg-acy. Everything I do is to try and forget mine.”

Sarai’s eyes darkened, just for a moment, and she let out a slow breath.

“It’s been ten years since I lost my mother,” she said, her voice tight. “Ten years, and some days it still feels like yester-day. Even if your relationship with your mother was.. . com-plicated, that wound is still raw. It never really goes away. I know you wanted closure, I’m sorry,” she said again. “Now you have to go home empty-handed.”

“But, Rai, you being here is all the more reason for me to stay.”

“You’re seriously considering enrolling,” Sarai said, worry-ing her lip, her eyebrows pinched. But she didn’t look sur-prised.

“My father is building an army. It sounds like he might be preparing for an all-out war. We need to know exactly what his plans are. And don’t you think that would be easier if we were here? Together?” Eléa asked, surprising herself. Yes, she was considering staying. “Lucien stifled me for so long, Rai,” she said. “He never trusted me to explore my magic. What if this is my only chance? I can learn to wield my Shadowcraft, find out what my father is hiding, and Alex.. . he’s here.” Her eyes darted to the fireplace where she stared into the flames, her cheeks warming. She thought of Alex’s face, the pain lurking behind his eyes. The secrets she knew he was keeping.

“I know,” her best friend sighed. Sarai had heard the whole story of how Alex had abandoned Eléa when she was younger.

“I haven’t forgiven him. But I think.. . I think I need to know why he’s here. Why he’s working for Ahmed.”

In that moment, Eléa felt the decision settle in her bones. Her best friend was here. Someone she trusted completely in a sea of uncertainty. She wouldn’t be alone. “I’m so tired of being left in the dark. This is my chance to be on the inside, to not have people making decisions for me all the time. For the first time in my life, I’m taking control. I’m staying,” she declared.

There was a rush of soft, warm wind, and a sheaf of papers appeared on the bed beside her. And there on the front page, in golden, curling script, it read:


Eléa Elizabeth Deniz,

Here you will find your course schedule and syllabus for each class as well as the Code of Conduct. Welcome to the Shadow-craft Academy.
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