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For Mami and Papi,

I would have never believed in myself
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PART I

WHEN SHE FELL






1

WREN

Wren Loughty hadn’t bothered to lock her bedroom door.

She had come to accept that it was rather pointless to pretend that secured locks and protective wards would make a difference. There was simply no avoiding the inevitable. So when she awoke to a set of hands clamped over her mouth, the familiar scent of peppermint and sandalwood wafting up her nose, she wasn’t all that surprised.

In fact, she’d been expecting it.

What disconcerted her was the strange dream of her mother she’d been having only moments earlier. She always found it odd that they still held the ability to sleep and dream. The dead weren’t meant to dream. Though she supposed they weren’t dead—not really. They existed in the place between. The place parallel to life and death, the one right on the cusp of birth and the dawn of the afterlife.

Whatever that meant.

She tried not to give the transitory nature of purgatory too much thought.

Pale light pooled in through the sheer drapes, illuminating the ivy-speckled ceiling in a crescent shape. Wren blinked, her vision adjusting to the darkness, and refocused her attention on her intruder.

Augustine Hughes’s familiar slate-gray eyes hovered above her with smug amusement, the right side of his mouth curled into a smirk.

“I hope you’ll forgive me for the rude awakening, Loughty.” His gaze snaked over her face with careful precision. “Had to be sure you wouldn’t scream and blow my cover. You know … given your track record.”

Wren groaned in irritation. It was true that she had acquired somewhat of a reputation for disturbing the other students in Pettyworth House. Multiple complaints had been sent to Housemaster Marigold regarding her loud night terrors, which often woke up the others and sent them running out of the dorm.

It was a flaw … one even she could admit needed fixing.

August leaned closer. “I trust I can let go without you making a scene?”

Wren narrowed her eyes in warning and attempted to snap back with a string of obscenities, though her words were muffled by his hand. Either way, the message was clear.

Don’t push it.

August smiled and dropped his hand, his body still leaning precariously close. “No need for fighting words. I’m not here for a brawl, darling.”

“Then maybe next time you can knock, instead of slapping your hand over my mouth like some deranged serial killer,” Wren spat out, swatting him away. Her nightgown was thick enough that she didn’t feel embarrassed under August’s reproachful gaze as she stood up from the bed and made for the window.

She unlatched the hook and pushed it open, cool air wafting into the room. The silver glow of Blackwood washed over her in delicate streams, dancing through the thick nighttime mist. It would be easy to mistake the ethereal light for the glow of the moon, but Wren knew better.

There was no moon in the night sky. No earth. No universe.

No world that she once knew.

None of those things existed in Blackwood.

Not really.

August leaned against the wooden bedpost, arms crossed and face twisted into that perpetual smirk of his. He wore his usual uniform: black trousers with a white button-down, the sleeves rolled up over the muscles of his forearms and a black vest fitted over his torso. A tiny scar marred the skin beneath his right eye, a peculiar detail that had always intrigued Wren, though she hadn’t brought herself to ask how he had gotten it.

They rarely spoke about their old lives. And she wasn’t going to be the one to start.

Despite their animosity, Wren could acknowledge that she might have found August attractive if they had met when they were alive. He was conventionally handsome, she supposed, with his strong jaw and unruly dark curls. Not to mention annoyingly intimidating, weaseling his way out of most situations with his smoke-filled eyes and posh English lilt. Maybe they would have bumped into each other on vacation. She could see August sprawled confidently on some beach, muscles slick with sweat, remnants of sun lotion clinging to his naturally tanned skin as he basked underneath the warm rays of the sun.

The sun.

God, she missed the sun.

“Like what you see?” August tilted his head to the side. “I can paint you a portrait if you’d like.”

Wren rolled her eyes. “What do you want?”

“I’m about to go for a midnight stroll,” he explained casually, clasping his hands behind his back.

“And you thought I’d be interested in accompanying you because?”

“Because …” He slipped off the silver ring he wore around his index finger and flicked it up in the air like a coin. “It just so happens I have it on good authority that a new student is going to fall into Blackwood tonight.”

Wren’s entire body reflexively tensed. There was a large chance he was bluffing, seeing as August wasn’t exactly the most reliable and trustworthy person at Blackwood, but it was still a shocking thought.

It was a well-known fact that the arrival of a new student was a rare event, occurring only every few decades. Blackwood ran like clockwork; there were rarely deviations from this schedule. The academy prided itself on order and balance, on maintaining tradition. But a new student had already arrived less than a year earlier, which meant that if August was telling the truth … something in the schedule had changed.

“Let’s say I choose to believe you,” Wren said. “Why the hell would I voluntarily go with you to watch?”

“Oh, Loughty.” August chuckled. “You are the most infuriatingly competitive person I’ve ever had the displeasure of meeting. Don’t act like you’re not constantly worrying in that pretty head of yours.”

“That’s not true.” It was. “Have you considered that maybe you’re projecting your own insecurities onto me? That you’re the one who’s worried about another student being better at guiding than you?”

August’s face fell. “Guiding?”

She stiffened her shoulders. “Yes. That’s what we do, is it not?”

“No.” His expression hardened as he took a step forward, the old wood creaking beneath the weight of his leather boots. “We reap souls. We’re not holding their hands and skipping off into the sunset with them.” He shook his head in disapproval. “Christ, Loughty. I thought you’d know better by now.”

“That’s not—” Wren sucked in a breath. She wasn’t in the mood to get into one of their regular debates. And truthfully, she was curious. She couldn’t help that inherently human part of her that craved to know more. That desired a deeper understanding of everything around her.

She wondered if that would fade—when that would fade.

“Look,” she sighed. “All I’m saying is maybe we’re both downplaying our own curiosity. That maybe we’re both deeply invested in being good at what we do. In being the best. That maybe—”

“I get it,” August interjected, waving his hand in the air. “We’re both competitive arseholes. You’ve made your point.” Competitive arseholes. That was one way to put it. Wren thought sworn rivals was a better way to describe their tumultuous relationship, though she didn’t bother correcting him.

Ever since Wren had died and fallen into Blackwood, August had embedded himself into her existence like some nagging, blistering, swollen splinter that could not be plucked, despite how often Wren tried. She wasn’t certain why he’d specifically chosen her to pester for the rest of eternity, though she tried not to concern herself with unravelling the labyrinthian mind of Augustine Hughes.

Wren pushed past him and ambled toward her wardrobe. She slipped on her usual black trench coat and glanced at August through the tarnished vanity mirror. He’d begun to absentmindedly browse the old leather-bound textbooks adorning her various shelves, index finger trailing over the dusty spines.

“How are you certain?”

He didn’t look up at her. “Certain of what?”

“That another student has been selected,” Wren clarified, discreetly slipping her favourite silver dagger into the pocket of her waistcoat. “It’s a complete deviation from the schedule. It’s been less than a year since that newbie entered—”

“Emilio,” August said, finishing her thought. “Yes. I’m aware.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

August paused and glanced over his shoulder. “Is it really that difficult for you to trust me? This will be a lot more fun if you stop asking so many questions.”

Wren knew that the responsible thing would be to say no. It would be easy. She could send him off, get right back into bed, and pretend he’d never awoken her in the first place. But if there was truly a new student entering Blackwood tonight, then she was determined to know more.

“Fine,” she sighed, gesturing toward the door. “Lead the way.”

August smiled triumphantly. “That’s more like it.” He snapped his fingers and the door swung open. “After you.”

Wren ignored the self-satisfied look on his face as she stepped past him.

Orange light illuminated the doorway, firelight dancing from the dozens of iron sconces adorning the corridor. Deep-crimson wallpaper lined the narrow hallway, the edges peeling and worn with age, curling up in frayed ribbons. Tiny filaments of greenery had snaked their way around the crown molding like a spiderweb, stretching up toward the ceiling.

Wren traced the wall with her fingertip as they walked. “So … did you prepare for Calligan’s exam tomorrow morning?”

August raised his brows and peered at her curiously. “Loughty, darling, are you attempting to make small talk with me?”

“I’m not—” Wren staggered to a stop, an unwelcome flush creeping onto her neck. “You are the one who forced me out of bed!”

August leaned against the wall. “Nobody forced you.”

“Well, it’s not like you gave me a lot of options.”

“Christ …” He rubbed his face in exasperation. “Look. You can still turn around. We’re only a few feet away from your room. Last thing I need is you making me seem like the bad guy for inviting you somewhere.”

A door creaked open to the left of them.

“Can you quiet down?” Maya Romero stood at the doorway, her black pixie cut sticking up in disheveled spikes. “I know the concept of rest may be foreign to the two of you, but most of us are trying to sleep.”

“Sorry, Maya.” Wren offered her an apologetic grin. “We’re just going for a walk.”

“Past curfew?”

August stepped forward. “Is that a problem?”

Maya instinctively flinched. “No. But … a group of Ascended were seen out by the Main Yard. Sent at least a dozen students to reformatory.” She craned her neck forward and glanced around the corridor nervously. “I really don’t think the two of you should be pushing your luck right before the Decennial.”

Wren cursed under her breath. Of course. She’d been so worried about a new student arriving she’d nearly forgotten that the opening ceremony would happen tomorrow evening. If they were caught … it could ruin her chances at the nomination.

Every ten years, the students of Blackwood Academy were considered for the Decennial Festival. Out of the hundreds of students at the academy, only one would secure the nomination, carefully chosen with respect to their skills and talents by the school’s Headmaster and its six Housemasters. The nominee would then participate in four trials meant to test their magical abilities. Truthfully, the trials were more of a formality. A tradition as old as the Decennial itself. Not a single nominee in the entire history of Blackwood had ever failed the trials.

Though there was always the risk of being the first.

Once all four trials were complete, the nominee would be awarded a choice: formally graduate as a student and become an official Ascended, or venture into the unknown and cross over to the Other Side, putting their soul to rest.

Permanently.

The only problem was, nobody knew what the Other Side looked like. It was a gamble. A complete and total risk.

The answer for Wren had always been abundantly clear. Granted free rein over their magic and released from their eternal reaping duties, Ascended students were housed in a special building on campus and tasked with the responsibility of helping Housemasters run their classes. And that was precisely what Wren intended to do if she was chosen for the Decennial.

She just needed to find a way to remove August from the equation.

“We won’t get caught,” Wren promised. “You have my word.”

Maya nodded, dismissing them with a groggy wave, and shut the door. August scoffed and walked ahead while Wren did her best to match his pace.

“She should learn to mind her business,” he muttered under his breath.

“She’s actually pretty nice,” Wren countered. “You’ve heard of the word nice before, haven’t you?”

“Don’t think so. Could you use it in a sentence?”

“Ha ha. Very funny.” Wren rolled her eyes. “You know, you ought to learn how to be a bit nicer. Some people are starting to believe you’re a walking corpse. Nothing but a broken soul with no feelings and emotions.”

August smirked at her, though Wren swore she saw a flicker of something resembling regret flash in his gray eyes. “No, my sweet Loughty. If I’d lost all feelings and emotions, then that would make me a Demien. And though unlimited power does sound thrilling, I’m afraid my humanity is still very much intact.”

For now.

Wren could imagine August as a member of the Demien Order. She’d imagined it countless times before.

Though the precise location of the Demien Order was a mystery, there were rumors that they existed somewhere just beyond the outskirts of Blackwood, hidden deep within the surrounding forest, obscured by the crooked branches and rotten leaves. Demiens worshipped a higher power, an unknown entity known only as the Soulless One, who granted them the ability to strip themselves of their humanity and access shadow magic.

Throughout history, a number of Blackwood students had chosen to venture outside the iron gates in search of the Demien Order, prepared to sacrifice the little humanity they had left for an eternal source of power. But becoming a Demien meant completely relinquishing that human part of themselves. The part that stuck around even after they ended up in Blackwood. The one that yearned for home. For connection.

It was said that the more shadow magic a Demien created, the more their soul would change, rotting and decaying until they were left more shadow than human. No moral compass. No conscience to guide their decisions. Shadows would corrode their soul, consuming every inch of the person they used to be.

And once they’d been completely consumed … there was no going back.

“Oh, hush that brain of yours.” August chuckled as he turned a corner. “I can practically hear the gears turning from here. I have no genuine intention of joining the Demien Order. I just like riling you up.”

“Right. I’m happy to hear you don’t plan on joining a brainwashed cult. Do you want an award or something? Maybe a parade?”

“No need.” August grinned over his shoulder as they approached the arched wooden doors carved into the entrance of Pettyworth House. “Getting to see the look on your face when I’m chosen this Decennial is the only award I need.”

“Well, that’s awfully presumptuous of you.” Wren masked her rage with an impassive smile. “Chances are you won’t even get nominated. Again. How many years has it been, old man? A hundred at the very least?” She raised her brows and smiled in satisfaction. “I’d be worried if I were you.”

“I still have plenty of time left,” August muttered defensively. “Most students don’t begin to experience the Forgetting for hundreds of years. You’re not getting rid of me yet.”

Wren shivered at the mention of the infamous transition, her sense of victory at her jab fading.

The Forgetting.

It was Blackwood’s way of keeping itself in balance, a part of the natural order. Once a student had been in Blackwood for a couple of hundred years, they would slowly begin to lose the memories of their previous life, a sign their soul was ready to transition into its next phase. Once a student had completely forgotten who they were when they were alive, they were permanently removed from Blackwood and sent to the Ether, where they’d reap lost souls for the rest of their existence. It’s also why students were given weekly reaping assignments, a way to prepare for their eternal duty. As grim as it might have seemed, it was simply the cycle of the afterlife, or so the Housemasters insisted. There were roughly five hundred students attending Blackwood Academy at any given time, and the Forgetting was a way for the school to purge itself of a student and welcome in a new one.

But it was also the reason everyone was desperate for the nomination.

The Decennial was the only escape from their inevitable end.

“Have you …” Wren searched for the right words, breath hitching in her throat.

“No,” August replied, somehow knowing what she was trying to ask. “My memories are still intact.”

“That’s a good thing … you know that, right?” Wren eyed him warily. “I know memories can be painful, but they can’t be worse than living the rest of your existence reaping lost souls on an eternal loop.”

A pained expression washed over August’s features. For a tense moment, Wren thought he might actually chip away at the wall between them, allowing her a glimpse into his past.

But then he simply let out a throaty chuckle and said, “Well, we won’t have to worry about that, will we? Considering I’m the top choice this Decennial.”

“And what makes you so certain?”

“The fact that Housemaster Marigold told me herself.”

Wren clenched her fists as an anticipated wave of fury bubbled in her chest. “Really?”

“Yep.” August stepped closer. “Does that bother you?”

“Not at all,” she replied, challenging him by edging even closer. “Considering it isn’t true.”

“You think I’m lying?” August asked, more amused than offended.

“I know you are.”

“I’d never lie to you, darling. You’re simply lacking imagination.”

Wren groaned, losing her patience. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

“It means perhaps you’re not considering how I got this information.” His gray eyes glimmered with satisfaction. “You’d be surprised at what a little mental push can do.”

Wren let out a breath of disbelief. “You didn’t.”

August smirked, triumphant. “Oh, but I did.”

“You can’t use psyche magic on a Housemaster,” Wren gasped. “That’s completely out of line!”

“Oh, it’s not as dramatic as it sounds. I simply gave her a nudge. Just enough of a spark to get the information out of her.”

“You meddled with her mind.”

August arched a brow. “And since when have you cared for the Blackwood rules? I don’t recall you being so self-righteous when you used that cloaking enchantment to sneak out past curfew last week.”

“That’s different.”

Wren didn’t need to explain herself. The truth was, she often found herself tossing and turning during the night, plagued by dreams of the life she’d left behind. Wren had been in Blackwood for eighteen years. The same amount of time she’d been alive. But she still hadn’t been able to completely silence that voice in her mind that ached for the comfort of home. If she let herself, she could still remember long summers walking along the shoreline, sea-foam tucked between her toes. The crisp autumn air rustling the yellow leaves above her family’s home in midcoast Maine. Snow days spent bundled next to the fire listening to Etta James and making ginger cookies.

Her mother, hair as red as her own, sitting by the piano. The smile lines etched into her skin from years of laughter.

“How convenient,” August mused, pulling her back to reality. “But maybe it’s time you simply congratulated me on my upcoming nomination.” He shoved his hands into his pockets and let out a wistful sigh. “Augustine Hughes. A member of the Ascended. Has a nice ring to it.”

“You may be a top contender,” Wren said with a tinge of bitterness, “but so am I.”

He shrugged. “I suppose you’re right. But … I reap souls faster than you. Which, despite your annoying capacity to consistently get high marks, actually means something in the grand scheme of things.”

“Well. I’m sure I’m not the first girl to tell you this, but faster isn’t always better.”

“That’s not—” August broke off, stopping himself, and let out a low chuckle. “You know, Loughty, you might be the only person brazen enough to speak to me that way. Not to mention back in my old life—”

“Oh?” Wren lifted a brow in mock surprise. “Is the mysterious and elusive Augustine Hughes actually going to tell me something about his old life?”

He smirked.

“Not in this eternity, darling.”

A muted anger ran through Wren. God, he knew how to push her buttons.

“Ah.” August leaned against the doorframe. “There’s that familiar look of disdain. Did I hit a nerve?”

“You wish.”

She knew she was only satisfying his perverse desire to drive her absolutely crazy, but she couldn’t find the restraint inside herself not to indulge in her anger. If anything, she was currently trying to decide between charging toward him and wringing his neck or using the pointed edge of her concealed dagger to jab his eye out. Neither of which was a sensible option, seeing that no matter how hard she tried, Augustine Hughes could not be killed.

“Come on, now,” August teased. “There’s no need to get violent. We’re beyond all those silly games, aren’t we?”

“Dunno. Maybe we should test it out.”

“You could stab me,” August commented with an impartial shrug. “That always puts you in a better mood.”

“Though tormenting you does bring me great joy, you don’t need to worry. I’m not risking my nomination just so I can snap your neck or push you off a building again.” Wren smirked and crossed her arms. “Publicly, at least. I might consider privately maiming you every once in a while. You know, just to keep our spirits up.”

“How generous of you,” August chuckled.

Wren stepped forward in an attempt to walk past him, but he jerked his arm out, obstructing her path.

She sighed. “Do you mind?”

“You forgot to put shoes on. Wouldn’t want you getting hurt.”

They smiled in unison at the thought.

Pain.

Wren never thought she’d miss it. The sharp prick of a paper cut. The stabbing pressure of menstrual cramps. The throbbing, dull ache of a migraine. She craved it. They both did. It was why they tormented each other mercilessly, desperate to find ways to somehow, despite everything, still feel alive.

But much to their collective disappointment, they were unsuccessful every time.

Wren placed her hand against August’s arm. Her fingertips grazed his skin, and he tensed under her touch … that she knew he could still feel. That rush of … something. Of being too close to one another. Of crossing a boundary that shouldn’t be crossed, let alone acknowledged.

“I think I’ll manage,” she said with a wry smile, and he dropped his arm, motioning her forward with an indolent wave of his hand.

“But, as always, thank you for your concern, August.”






2

EMILIO

Emilio Córdova pressed the burning tip of the wax candle against his forearm and frowned. He could smell his flesh burning. He could see his brown skin melting into a sunken welt, blistering and wrinkled. He could even feel a gentle nudge, a gossamer pressure, like the delicate brushing of a feather.

With a sigh, he lifted the candle and watched the wound heal almost instantly.

Another pointless attempt to feel human, once again thwarted by the unchangeable fact that Emilio was not alive. He had to keep reminding himself of that. He even wrote it down on scraps of paper and taped them to his bedroom wall.

You are not alive.

It was all about acceptance. That was what they told him, anyway. But how could Emilio accept the fact that he had accidentally died at the ripe age of seventeen? He could still remember the party. The strobe lights, multicolored and flashing against the perimeter of the room. The bass pounding in his chest. The bitter taste of the pills on his tongue and the sweet release that came after.

But the sweet release had been too sweet.

And there he was.

Dead.

The worst part was he had no idea why he hadn’t crossed over to the Other Side. Sure, he had his flaws, but was that really enough of a reason to subject him to eternal unrest? He didn’t think so. But he supposed his circumstances weren’t all terrible.

He’d always wished for magic to be real.

“You have to stop doing that to yourself,” said a familiar voice from above, in a thick French accent that rang in the air with a melodic swing. Emilio glanced up at the balcony wrapped around the second floor of the Library and spotted Olivier sitting with his long legs dangling from the railings. “It’s never going to change. You’ll always heal.”

Emilio hadn’t expected to bump into anybody else tonight. It was past curfew on the night before the Decennial opening ceremony, which meant most students wouldn’t risk getting caught. Emilio, however, knew better than to delude himself into thinking he stood a chance at the nomination. Either way, he had formed a bit of a habit of sneaking into the Library after hours, drowning in ancient scrolls and towering stacks of textbooks. It was his guilty pleasure. His favorite high. The intoxication of knowledge. Despite having only been at Blackwood for a year, he often felt like he knew the academy better than most, memorizing every fact he could get his hands on. Like how Blackwood’s central location in purgatory made it a nexus of magic. And how the Ether—purgatory’s liminal passageway for lost souls—existed in a plane beyond their comprehension, accessed solely through the portal tucked within the Opal Chamber. How the academy held the delicate balance of the afterlife precariously within its brick buildings and vast halls.

There were, however, blank spots. Certain topics that seemed rather hazy, with no concrete information accessible to students. Emilio had always been curious to learn more about the origins of Blackwood—how the academy came to be. But there was nothing, really. Other than a basic explanation that it simply was always there, hovering in the heart of purgatory, a vital thread in the complex web that made up the afterlife.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Olivier’s warm voice brought him back to reality.

“My only thought is that you need to stop spying on me.” Emilio gathered his textbooks and shoved them into his satchel, ignoring the shrill of panic blaring inside his chest. It was something that happened often, especially around Olivier. It was endearingly human. And, at the present moment, utterly inconvenient.

“I’m not spying. Might surprise you, but you’re not the only one who enjoys some peace and quiet.”

Olivier snapped his fingers and materialized in front of Emilio in a puff of black smoke.

“Shit—” Emilio cursed under his breath and let out a shaky exhale. “I told you not to do that anymore. You have functioning legs. Use them.”

Olivier frowned and blew a tendril of soft blond hair away from his eyes. “But that’s not nearly as exciting. Plus, I worked hard to learn how to cast a relocation spell. I may as well use it to my advantage.”

“Is that what you’re doing now?” Emilio eyed him warily. “Using me to your advantage?”

“Whatever do you mean, my love?”

“I’m not giving you the answers to Calligan’s exam. I’m not doing that again.”

Olivier pouted like a heartbroken toddler. “Come on, Emilio. Is this not what best friends do? Help each other in moments of crisis?”

“We”—Emilio gestured to the space between them—“are not best friends.”

“Good friends?”

Emilio crossed his arms.

“Acquaintances?”

There was an audible sigh from Emilio’s throat.

“Oh, fine. I won’t need them anyway.” Olivier sauntered toward the open window, expertly hopping over the thick vines wrapped over the floor. “If this is your way of coping, then so be it. But we both know you’d lose your mind in this godforsaken place if you didn’t have me around.”

Emilio considered responding but bit his tongue, throwing the strap of his satchel over his shoulder. He had begun to make his way toward the door when Olivier scurried back and grabbed him gently by the wrist.

“Wait.”

The word came out in a breathless whisper. Emilio tensed at the feeling of Olivier’s hand pressed against his wrist. In another life, he was certain Olivier would have felt his pulse beating erratically beneath his fingertips. The flutter of nerves coursing through his veins. But now? There was nothing. Only a gaping emptiness vibrating between them.

“Don’t go,” Olivier whispered. “I’m not trying to bother you. I … I really am trying to be your friend.”

“Why?”

Olivier shrugged. “Because I think you’re … good. And that quality is hard to come by around here.”

Emilio shook his head. “You’re wrong.”

“Am I?”

Emilio slipped his hand away from Olivier, ignoring the hollowness left in its wake. “If I were actually good, then I wouldn’t have ended up here. Clearly, I must have done something to deserve this.”

“You’ll drive yourself crazy trying to understand why Blackwood chose you.” Olivier’s green eyes scanned Emilio’s face. “My advice is to accept your situation as an inevitable conclusion. There was nothing you could have changed. Nothing you could have done differently. It simply just … is.”

“That’s awfully philosophical of you,” Emilio grumbled with a snort. “When did you get so wise?”

“I’ve always been wise,” Olivier announced proudly. “You just choose not to listen.”

It was true that Emilio often tried his best to ignore Olivier and push him into the periphery of his mind. It wasn’t anything personal. Emilio had just promised himself he wouldn’t try to make friends. He was dead. What was the point? And if he had any intention of securing the Decennial nomination in future cycles, he had to focus on studying and not listening to Olivier’s fantastical and often repetitive tales.

Not that Olivier wasn’t entertaining. He was a breath of fresh air amid the empty void that consumed most of Emilio’s days. A supernatural fog shrouded the environment of Blackwood, a gray undercurrent seeping into every crevice of their world.

But not Olivier.

He was sunshine. A crack in the darkness. A simmering flame in a cold and unforgiving tundra. Maybe Olivier made Emilio feel normal. Like a real, tangible person and not just some floating entity stuck in a vessel of flesh. Not that he would ever admit that out loud. There was no need to inflate Olivier’s ever-growing ego.

Deep down, Emilio knew that Olivier was the closest thing he had to a friend. He knew if it came down to it and they were told to split up into pairs, their eyes would meet and a silent understanding would wash over them. And with no words spoken, just a single nod of the head, each of them would instantly know what the other was thinking. Tied together by a connection. A mutual understanding.

I see you. You see me.

“… and I know I’ve been nagging more than usual, but really I’m just growing apprehensive about the Decennial”—Olivier was talking, though Emilio had accidentally drowned him out with the ramblings of his own thoughts—“ and that you’ll be considered for the nomination and leave me behind.”

Emilio leaned in closer, suddenly alert. “You think I’m being considered for the nomination? What makes you say that?”

“Your marks, obviously. Everybody knows you’re nearly top of the class.” Olivier shrugged. “Not to mention all the Housemasters absolutely adore you.”

Emilio flushed and glanced at the floor. “But I’m terrible at reaping assignments.” He wasn’t being modest. His reaping skills were mediocre, at best. His last few assignments into the Ether had ended in near disaster, and he would have failed miserably had Olivier not been there to clean up his mess. “And it’s only my first Decennial. I’m not going to be chosen on my first one.”

Olivier waved a dismissive hand and wandered back to the window. Emilio followed, glancing at the yard sprawled just beyond the foggy glass. A blanket of mist obscured the grounds, but he could vaguely make out the dormitories looming in the distance, the glimmer of distant candlelight illuminating the various arched windows.

“Your reaping will improve with time. What you have, what makes you unique, is your ability to retain copious amounts of information like some living and breathing encyclopedia.” Olivier chuckled and crinkled his nose. “Perhaps living and breathing aren’t the appropriate terms, but you get what I’m saying.”

“So what?” Emilio shrugged. “Knowledge won’t get me anywhere.”

“Knowledge is everything,” Olivier challenged. “It’s a source of power. An echo of life itself. And if you’re capable of acquiring knowledge at a rate most of us can’t even fathom, then you’re an asset.”

“Right,” Emilio muttered. “An asset. A part of a machine. Something to be used and manipulated—”

“That’s not what I meant.” Olivier placed his hands on Emilio’s shoulders. “You, my love, are an asset to yourself. And that’s a quality every Ascended should have.” When Emilio didn’t respond, Olivier assessed him intently. The realization washed over his face almost immediately. “Do you not … want to become an Ascended?”

Emilio fidgeted. “You sound surprised.”

Olivier slipped his hands away and leaned against the window.

“It’s just, well … I can’t imagine wanting to cross over to the Other Side. What if you just … cease to exist?”

“You don’t know that,” Emilio countered. “What if the Other Side is really—”

“Oh, come on.” Olivier chuckled, an unfamiliar bitterness laced through his words. “You can’t possibly believe there’s some sort of celestial paradise waiting for us on the Other Side.”

“I don’t know,” Emilio whispered, aware of the flush creeping onto his neck. “There has to be something, right?”

“If there’s one thing Blackwood has taught me,” Olivier said, hoisting himself onto the windowsill, “it’s that people’s rudimentary idea of death is nothing but a shortcut. Simple, clean-cut answers people can wrap their pea-sized brains around. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you the afterlife is so much more than a clear division of good and evil. It’s … complex. And considering nobody really knows what’s waiting for us on the Other Side, I’m not entirely inclined to toss myself into the unknown and end up somewhere I might not be too fond of.”

“So you’d rather exist here forever?” Emilio asked. “In Blackwood?”

Olivier blinked at him, as if he hadn’t been expecting that question.

“Yes … I suppose.”

“But you’d eventually transition,” Emilio reminded him. “Forget who you were. Your old life. Your memories.”

Olivier grimaced. “I still have time before I need to start worrying about the Forgetting.”

“How much?”

“I …” Olivier chuckled, but there was something dark clouding his eyes. A heaviness in his shoulders that wasn’t there before. “Don’t worry about me, Emilio. I’m indestructible. You, on the other hand …” He shook his head. “There has to be a way to convince you not to cross over to the Other Side.”

An acute twisting sensation tugged at Emilio’s chest. He wanted to tell Olivier the truth … that a part of him was desperate to prove he was good enough to cross over. That he was worthy. It had haunted him almost every day since he had arrived. The doubt. The uncertainty. Because maybe he wasn’t good enough. Maybe he deserved this punishment. Emilio had always been a coward, plagued with self-doubt and insecurities. Never really trying. His parents loved him, but he knew they were constantly waiting for the switch to turn on. For his potential to be met.

But he’d only left them disappointed.

“Emilio?” Olivier was watching him intently, concern creasing his face. “Are you all right?”

“I don’t know.” Emilio rubbed the back of his neck. “I just … I just wish I didn’t have to think about this. I just wish I were still alive.”

“But you’re not,” Olivier shot back with surprising intensity. “And despite that, you’re here. You can think. You can talk. You can feel. And sure, perhaps you have no pulse, and you can’t feel pain and so much of this doesn’t make any sense, but … you’re here. And you can continue to mope and yearn for a life that no longer belongs to you, or you can take control of the existence you’ve been given.” He inhaled a sharp breath, a playful glint sparking in his eyes. “Not to mention, the circumstances aren’t all terrible. If you had never come to Blackwood … we would never have met.”

Emilio’s breath hitched in his throat. He was attempting to formulate a coherent response when he spotted a flurry of movement outside. He darted toward the window, elbow pressed firmly against Olivier. His stomach involuntarily tightened at their closeness, though he pretended not to notice.

“Look.”

Two shapes. A girl and a boy, he assumed. The boy was tall with broad shoulders, his raven curls illuminated by Blackwood’s ethereal glow. The girl’s auburn hair was tied messily into a braid that fell to her waist.

Weird.

She wasn’t wearing any shoes.

“Is that …” Olivier’s voice trailed away as he leaned in closer. “I think that’s August and Wren. It looks like they’re heading toward the main gates.”

A deep sense of dread settled upon Emilio. The infamous pair were the last two people he wanted to bump into in the dead of night. He’d never been able to muster up the courage to speak to Wren, seeing as she was top of the class and one of the most brilliant people he’d ever encountered. And August was … well … August. If you even looked at him for too long, you might end up with a dagger in your gut or poison in your morning tea. Not that either of those things would actually hurt, but it was still an inconvenience.

All Blackwood students held the ability to heal themselves magically, but a fatal injury could take weeks to heal. Sometimes even months. Nobody wanted to be the unlucky bastard who spent nearly half the year in the infirmary in a comatose state rather than focusing on grades and solidifying their chances at the Decennial.

Emilio had been so transfixed by the sight of the pair crossing through the dense fog that he hadn’t noticed Olivier sauntering toward the door.

“Where are you going?” he called after Olivier in a frantic whisper.

“Where do you think? If those two are getting into trouble, then I want to be a part of it.”

“Why?” Emilio groaned.

Olivier paused by the doorway, swiveling on his heels to face Emilio. He smirked at him with that infamous crooked smile, dimples sprouting on his cheeks.

“Why not?”

Emilio would much rather have stayed in the comfort of the Library studying for tomorrow morning’s exam, but he knew Olivier had no intention of staying behind, and despite himself, Emilio had no intention of letting him go on his own. So, with one simultaneous nod, the pair turned toward the door, shoulder to shoulder, step by step, and walked into the night.
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IRENE

Irene Manette Bamford had no problem breaking the rules. In fact, she firmly believed rules weren’t meant to be followed. They were merely suggested guidelines that could be bent and manipulated at her will.

They were malleable.

Flexible.

Take a lock, for example. In a practical sense, a metal lock was installed with the intention of keeping people out. The unspoken rule, the one Irene had no intention of following, was that someone shouldn’t break into a lock that doesn’t belong to them. That, without a key and without holding ownership of the lock, someone shouldn’t manipulate the metal with nothing but a spark of magic and the brush of a finger.

Which was exactly what Irene was doing at the present moment.

Or, rather, what she was trying to do. It seemed Housemaster Calligan had reinforced the metal lock with some sort of protective ward that was stopping her from accessing the physical properties of the lock itself.

Irene furrowed her brow and clenched her teeth to relieve the pressure building at her temples.

When the protective ward wouldn’t budge, she dropped her hand in frustration.

Her plan, which was supposed to be straightforward and simple, was going to have to be a bit more complicated than she’d originally hoped. With the extra protective ward, Irene was now going to have to dismantle the barrier. It wasn’t that she couldn’t—quite frankly, there weren’t many things Irene couldn’t do. But she held no interest in spells that fell under the realm of defensive magic. Her interests lay elsewhere—in corporeal magic.

In the kind of magic that could rip apart limbs and tear open flesh.

However, this unfortunate turn of events was an irritable reminder that it was of paramount importance for Irene to diversify her interests. Because to be the best, and Irene had to be the best, she couldn’t just be good at corporeal magic. She would have to master all the varying forms of magic taught at Blackwood whether she deemed them important or not. If she wanted to ensure her nomination for the Decennial, she needed extra reinforcement.

And the details of tomorrow morning’s exam were precisely the kind of reinforcement Irene was after.

If only she could open the damn lock. Irene was moments away from hurling a fireball at the door when the air shifted with another presence. The familiar pressure rumbled in her chest. The hairs on the back of her neck rose in warning.

She didn’t hesitate.

In one swift motion, Irene grabbed the knife strapped against her waist and plunged it into the stomach of the unsuspecting student standing behind her. A gurgled gasp of disbelief echoed in front of her as her gaze lifted to meet a pair of familiar golden eyes.

Masika’s eyes.

“Oh.” Irene giggled in delight. “Whoops.”

“Whoops?” Masika glared at her in annoyance. “You stabbed me.”

Irene sighed.

“Well, I obviously didn’t know it was you.”

“I don’t understand why you insist on carrying this stupid thing around, anyway.” Masika ripped the knife out of her stomach, streaks of blood splattering onto her burgundy flats. The wound instantly began to heal beneath the ripped fabric of her sweater. “Clearly, it’s not going to do you any good. It seems a bit theatrical, in my opinion.”

“It might not do any damage, but it’s still an inconvenience.” Irene snatched the knife out of Masika’s hands and slid it back into the sheath at her waist. “And you know me, Masi. I love some good drama. Keeps things interesting.”

“That you do.” Masika’s honey-colored eyes drifted toward the office door with suspicion. “I’m assuming there’s a reason you’re lurking outside Calligan’s office past curfew?”

“He put some sort of energy barrier around the lock,” Irene muttered. “Damn bastard is beyond paranoid.”

“Wonder why …” Masika motioned Irene aside with a flick of her wrist. “Let me take a look at it.”

Masika approached the lock with narrowed eyes, her deep brown skin illuminated by the amber glow of the flickering candelabra next to her. She tucked a curl behind her ear and bit the inside of her cheek as she lifted her open palm and closed her eyes. Golden sparks erupted from her skin, drifting into the air like mounds of dust. The particles shimmered, joining together to form iridescent golden threads that slithered over the surface of the lock.

“There you are.” A smirk lifted onto Masika’s lips. “Seems like Calligan put a pesky little molecular ward around it. It’s a bit more complex than your usual energetic barrier spell. There are layers to it. Like he’s crocheted the defensive magic into a specific pattern.” Her eyes remained closed, mouth twisted in concentration. “It’s actually pretty clever.”

“More like annoying,” Irene huffed. “Either way, I already tried dismantling it. It’s not going to be as simple as—”

“Done.”

“What?”

Masika dropped her hand and leaned against the doorframe. She swayed slightly, a bead of sweat trickling down her forehead. The magic had cost her—as magic always did for Blackwood students. “Go on. The ward is down.”

Irene hesitated, unwilling to accept that her friend had been able to dismantle the ward in a matter of seconds. She knew Masika was talented—she had always been skilled at defensive magic—but Irene hadn’t realized that her skills had gotten that good. It was unnerving. And the tiniest bit infuriating.

Their friendship worked because they existed on an even playing field. Where Masika lacked, Irene flourished. Where Irene faltered, Masika excelled. The scales were balanced, neither of them ever outshining the other. But Irene couldn’t remember Masika ever mentioning that she was able to dismantle a multilayer protective ward, let alone one cast by a Housemaster.

Irene could feel the scales tipping, and she didn’t like the side they favored.

“Nicely done,” she said, careful to keep her tone light. She stepped forward and pressed her fingertips against the door. Silver shards splintered out of her skin and straight into the lock. The magic coursed through her veins, an electrical current humming in her chest. She could see the atoms. Each individual particle of the lock glowing like the heart of a candle. All she had to do was shift the core of the lock slightly to the left … hold it carefully there for a second or so, and …

Click.

Just as quickly as the warmth of magic had spread through her veins, an icy chill trickled up her spine and into her chest. A slight wave of dizziness. She quickly brushed it off, accustomed to the familiar aftermath of using large quantities of magic.

“Finally,” Irene whispered as the door swung open. She peered over her shoulder at Masika. “Care to join me?”

“Do you really think Calligan’s exam tomorrow is going to have any sway over the nomination?” Masika asked with an exasperated sigh. “I’m sure they’ve already decided the nominee.”

“I’m not leaving anything to chance.” Irene eyed the dismantled lock with a curious expression, a seed of doubt blossoming in her chest. She cleared her throat and took a chance. “So … how did you do that, anyway?”

“Do what?”

“Dismantle the ward.” Irene gestured to the door handle. “It took you a matter of seconds.”

“I’ve been practicing,” Masika said matter-of-factly. “Is that a problem?”

“No,” Irene countered. “Just asking.”

That was a lie, of course. It most certainly was a problem. The two of them always practiced together. They did everything together. They were a pair. Inseparable. And now Masika was off practicing without Irene? Developing skills beyond Irene’s capabilities? It was alarming. And Irene had the instinctive feeling that there might be more hidden behind Masika’s nonchalant mask.

Never trust those around you. Her mom’s voice echoed in the back of her mind. Even those you consider friends.

Irene rarely thought of her mom anymore. It had been long enough for the memory of her to become nothing but a meaningless fragment in the back of Irene’s mind. Yet sometimes her mother’s words still lingered. Her mom had been the one to teach her to harden her heart and guard her emotions. To keep them tucked and tidy—locked away from those who would be ignorant enough to try to use them against her.

Back in her old life, Irene had resented her mom for raising her the way she did. Always on the run. Constantly moving. A never-ending stream of back-alley drug deals and mold-infested motels. Irene had often wished they could put it all behind them. Settle down somewhere, maybe even move to Korea and live with her grandparents in their home a few miles outside Seoul.

She’d never had the chance to go, spending most of her childhood following her mom’s relentless string of deadbeat lovers around New England. She knew little of the family her mom had left behind. The only information she had accumulated throughout the years had unknowingly slipped from her mom’s lips when the heroin seeped into her veins and loosened her tongue. But she dreamt of it. She dreamt of holding her grandma’s wrinkled hands and walking through the tall grass and wildflowers together. She dreamt of a life filled with laughter, a life that felt safe and secure.

A life far, far away from the one she had always known.

But that had been the dream of a child. Of a stupid, naïve child who hadn’t accepted the reality she had been handed—the reality she couldn’t run away from, no matter how hard she tried. And despite any lingering childish fantasies, Irene had soon learned just how certainly she couldn’t run away from the life her mom had given her. Because that life had consequences.

And those consequences had brought her here.

“What are you waiting for?” Masika asked, cutting through Irene’s thoughts. She snapped her fingers and a small flame burst from her open palm.

“Nothing.”

Irene pushed the door open, the rusted hinges creaking as she took a tentative step inside. The office was dimly lit, nothing but the pale glow from the night sky pooling in through the windows and the soft light emanating from Masika’s flame. An enchanted lantern hovered by the entrance, which Irene lit with a quick snap of her fingers.

Painted landscapes and dust-covered bookshelves adorned the wooden walls, the shelves filled to the brim with leather-bound textbooks and ancient scrolls on illusionary magic. Even the air was redolent with the stifling scent of old books.

“Should be somewhere on his desk,” Irene muttered to herself, scouring the stacks of papers thrown over the large wooden desk at the center of the room.

“You could just study, you know?” Masika twirled the flame in her hand. “Might do you some good.”

“I do study,” Irene grumbled. “But I need an advantage. Everybody needs an advantage.”

“You’re worried about the Decennial.”

A tense silence swept over them like a sudden gust of wind. Irene’s entire body froze, her hands clamped firmly over the edge of the desk. She could feel her emotions getting the better of her, the anger rising deep within her belly, threatening to pour out of her without restraint.

She inhaled a sharp breath. A second one for good measure.

Relax, Irene. You are in control.

“I’m … not worried.” She spoke the words slowly. “Being prepared is not a bad thing. And if there’s a chance this stupid exam is what’s standing between me and accessing my full power, then so be it.”

Masika stepped forward. Irene still hadn’t glanced up, but she could feel her friend’s eyes boring into the side of her face.

“Look … I get it. The Decennial is important for all of us. I’d obviously love to be nominated, but …” Masika’s words trailed off as she let out a soft sigh. “It’s a game of luck. There are so many of us who are talented, who are good enough, but—”

“I am good enough.” Irene slammed her fist onto the desk. An inkpot rattled and tumbled to the floor. “There is nobody who deserves this more than me. Nobody who has worked harder.” She paused, steadying her breathing. Her control was slipping, edging closer toward the rage begging to break free.

She exhaled a long, steadying breath and glanced up, finally meeting Masika’s eyes. “And if you think I’m going to spend another ten years wasting my potential … draining my magic until I’m dumped into the Ether to reap insolent souls for the rest of eternity … then you clearly don’t know me at all.”

Silence reverberated between them. Masika’s eyes were filled with an emotion Irene couldn’t quite read. But before either of them could say anything else, something caught Irene’s attention—a large envelope tucked beneath a stack of old exams. She let out a sigh of relief.

“There you are … I knew I could find it. Honestly … Calligan should really clean up a bit in here. It’s an absolute—”

“Irene …” Masika cleared her throat. “You’re still not considering … the other option, are you?”

Irene blinked in surprise. She hadn’t been expecting that.

“What?”

“Last Decennial …” Masika began, her words slow and steady. “When the nomination went to Avery. You got drunk and went on a tirade about becoming a Demien. You said … I’d rather the shadows swallow me whole than waste another second here.”

Irene stiffened. “I didn’t mean that.”

“Because that isn’t an option.” Masika walked forward. “If you give up your humanity and start using shadow magic … it could destroy you. You’ve heard the stories. The more shadow magic Demiens use … the less human they become. Not to mention that you’d lose all the parts that belong to the person you used to be when you were alive.”

Little did Masika know, that was precisely the reason why Irene wanted to join them.

“I was just drunk.” Irene sighed. “Saying that was … a mistake.”

“You promise?” Masika’s voice wavered. The question was a moment of weakness. She knew that. And yet … here she was. Exposing her vulnerabilities to Irene. Handing over her heart on a silver platter.

Irene swallowed her remorse. “I promise.”

She didn’t want to lie to her only friend, but she had no other choice. Masika had lost someone to the Demien Order, long ago, before Irene had ever arrived at Blackwood. Irene knew little of what had happened between them, tidbits of information she had managed to coax out of Masika over the years, but the details were blurry. All Irene knew was that Masika had once cared for someone and the Demien Order had taken them away.

Which meant that if Masika ever found out Irene was considering joining them … she’d never forgive her.

Luckily for Irene, Masika didn’t stay on the topic long. She leaned forward abruptly, as if something had caught her by surprise. “Where on earth are they going?”

“Who?”

Masika scurried toward the window. “It’s Olivier. He’s running toward the main gates with that newbie.”

Irene shrugged. “So?”

“What do you mean so? You’re going to tell me you’re not the least bit curious as to where they’re heading off to this late at night?”

“I don’t really bother concerning myself with Olivier’s late-night escapades.”

“Right.” Masika chuckled. “Because you prefer breaking into offices and stealing confidential files.”

“Exactly.”

“Okay … but what if it is something that concerns you?”

Something sparked within Irene. “Like what?”

“I don’t know.” Masika slid open the window and hoisted one leg over to the other side, amber eyes gleaming under the silver glow of the sky. “Only one way to find out.”
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AUGUST

Augustine Hughes was not to be trusted. He was cruel. Cold. People avoided his gaze. The other students scattered out of his path like cockroaches, hunched over their textbooks as they whispered about him in the corridors. The rumors said his soul was practically embedded in the walls of Blackwood Academy. That he’d been around long enough to completely lose himself, trapped within the underbelly of purgatory.

And he wouldn’t have it any other way.

Being feared had its perks. And it was always better to be feared than pitied. So, even though most of the rumors running rampant throughout the veins of Blackwood weren’t true, August didn’t bother correcting them. If anything, he encouraged them. He wanted people to leave him alone. To avoid getting too close. Hell, he wouldn’t mind if they thought he was the Devil himself. He was fairly certain he’d cemented this belief in everybody at Blackwood.

Well, nearly everybody.

There was still the matter of Wren Loughty.

Self-righteous, exasperating, pedantic Wren, who waltzed through the halls with that seraphic glow of hers. No matter how hard he’d initially tried to diminish her perpetual confidence, her opinion of herself was nearly as unshakable as her morals. And though their bickering and homicidal games kept him entertained, he was beginning to realize she might actually have a chance of securing the nomination for the Decennial.

Which would really be a problem.

It wasn’t that he wanted her to fail. He’d grown to … tolerate her. And he knew, despite never wanting to admit it out loud, that nobody would be a better Ascended than Wren. She would thrive among the academic elite. She’d be their bloody saint. But it didn’t change the fact that her mere presence was an unavoidable threat to everything he’d been working toward.

The truth was, August didn’t care about becoming an Ascended. And he certainly didn’t give a damn about academic glory. But pestering Wren with their silly rivalry was the only way to keep her distracted. To keep her from discovering what he really wanted. And he knew, now more than ever, that he should be keeping her at a distance. Solidifying that wall between them for her own good.

So … why the hell had he asked her to go with him?

It had been a foolish decision. A selfish one. He could admit that to himself. He could recognize the twisted codependence the two of them now shared, that strange magnetism driving them closer together. But he just couldn’t help himself. He felt inexplicably drawn to her. It was maddening.

“Can you quit stomping?” Wren hissed as they trekked through the dense mist. “You’re not exactly subtle.”

August didn’t bother glancing back at her. “Perhaps if you stopped nagging for a second, you’d notice the sound barrier around us.”

“The sound—” Her breath hitched in her throat. “Oh.”

“Did you really think I wouldn’t take precautions?” He reached his hand out and brushed the edge of the barrier, a shield of blue light rippling in the air. “Don’t worry that pretty little head of yours … nobody can hear us.”

“You know,” Wren muttered, fingers fussing with the end of her braid, “that’s the second time you’ve called me pretty tonight. Careful, August. Someone might accuse you of having a bit of a crush on me.”

He chuckled. “Wouldn’t you just love that?”

Her teasing smile hardened into a scowl. “Don’t be an arrogant jerk.”

August slid his gaze forward.

“Then don’t tempt me.”

They cut through the eastern side of campus, the path adorned with stone sculptures and wrought-iron benches. Thick bushes full of flowers in odd shades of deep plum and fluorescent blue lined the perimeter—primroses, witch hazel, tulips and lilies. The dense gray fog only grew with every passing second, thick enough that August could barely make out his own hands.

A fleeting memory drifted through his mind.

Thick mist rolling over tall grass. A large estate sitting at the top of a hill, red brick drenched in thorned vines and wildflowers. It was a house, not a home. There was no warmth to be found within the grand halls of the estate, no love holding the foundation together. It was a fortress … a cage.

But there were still moments of joy. Two people on this earth that he could rely on. His mother. His sister. The beating hearts of his family, the glue that kept him from giving up on happiness altogether.

The early glimmers of morning glided over his skin. The dew-speckled grass slipped between his fingers.

His sister’s voice rang out behind him. “Augustine! Slow down!”

He glanced over his shoulder. Dark hair whipped over her face as a trill of laughter echoed from her throat. A few paces behind his sister strolled their mother, hands clasped in front of her, watching them with a serene expression on her face. A soft smile. Even though he was young, nothing but a boy, August had known that this moment of fleeting happiness meant everything to his mother.

And though none of them ever spoke the words out loud, he knew.

They were all they had.

It was so long ago that the memory had begun to fade, corroding at the edges. Not in the way memories faded through the Forgetting, completely washing away until there was nothing but darkness, but in the way memories always faded with time. Growing softer. More distant. As though he were watching somebody else’s life.

But despite everything, a part of him still clung to it. Desperate to hold on to something living and real.

Something other than what he had become.

“August.” Wren’s voice pulled him away from his thoughts. “Where is it we’re going exactly?”

They were passing the familiar towering brick walls of the Library. It was the largest building on campus, with thick serpentine vines snaking around the sides and up toward the domed glass ceiling. A set of four Corinthian columns flanked the entrance, each one consumed by the never-ending greenery that devoured the buildings of Blackwood.

“Bonestrod Hall has rooftop access.”

Wren stopped dead in her tracks. “But … that’s a faculty-only building.”

“Is that a problem?”

Wren scoffed. “Of course it’s a problem! We could be banned from the Decennial if we’re caught. Sneaking out past curfew is one thing. Breaking into a faculty-only building the night before the Decennial is plain reckless. Even by your standards.”

“Come on, Loughty. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

“Dunno.” Wren shrugged. “Must have left it back where you left your common sense.”

August shook his head. If she wanted to stay back—then so be it. The farther away from her he stayed, the better. But as he took two steps away from Wren, he heard a loud and unmistakable groan, followed by the sound of reluctant footsteps.

A smirk crept onto his lips. “Knew you couldn’t resist.”

“Oh, shut it.”

It took a while, trekking past the dormitory section of the grounds, down the graveled path flanked by oak trees, but they eventually reached the infamous Bonestrod Hall. It sat isolated from the rest of the grounds, out by the main gates. A set of steps led to an arched doorway with the word bonestrod etched in tarnished gold, thick vines intertwining with each individual letter. Wren hesitated behind him, but he kept moving forward, approaching the door with an outstretched hand.

“Wait!”

August glanced over his shoulder. “What is it now?”

Wren opened and closed her mouth, a strange expression clouding her eyes.

“Just …” She let out a broken sigh. “Be careful.”

August paused, taken aback by the sincerity in her voice. A strange sense of hope unfurled in his chest, but he quickly extinguished it, swallowing back the ridiculous feelings with a curt nod.

“Always.”

He had practiced the spell all week in preparation for tonight. It was a rather complex defensive barrier, but nothing he couldn’t dismantle with a bit of patience. Golden sparks erupted from his fingertips, twirling around the lock and funneling into the keyhole. He gritted his teeth, pushing past the tension seizing his body in an iron hold. Three seconds later the lock popped open with a satisfying click.

He felt an unmistakable wave of exhaustion, but he cast it aside as he turned to face Wren.

“Impressed?”

She shook her head, biting back a smile.

“Hardly.”

They stepped inside, careful to shut the door behind them without a sound.

“Christ, it smells like a wet sock in here.” Wren covered her nose with her palm and scrunched her brows. “You mind hurrying this along?”

August nodded. “Follow me.”

They scurried across the main hall, pushing through mounds of dust and thick branches that had snaked their way through the windows. The floorboards were rotten and decrepit, bits of wood crunching with each step they took. Other than a grandfather clock ticking ominously in the distance, a piercing silence engulfed them, a dense nothingness that sent an acute chill up and down August’s spine.

He approached the spiral staircase near the back of the building and spared a single glance over his shoulder.

“Keep up.”

Wren paused at the bottom of the staircase. “Wait. You never told me how you got this information in the first place.”

“I have my ways.” He placed his hand on the railing and took his first step. “Now, why don’t you pocket your questions for later and follow me like a good little—”

He’d barely finished his sentence when he suddenly found himself unable to move, a dagger jammed into the back of his hand. He glanced down to find Wren staring back at him, blue eyes narrowed in defiance.

To be fair, he should have known not to turn his back to her.

“Would you like to finish that sentence?” Wren cocked her head to the side and pressed the blade down harder, digging into his flesh with ease. “Go on. I dare you.”

“You must be rather pleased with yourself.” August tried to yank his hand free from the blade, but it had been lodged too deep. “Come on, Loughty. You have to admit this is a bit unnecessary.”

“I’m not removing it until you tell me.”

August could hear the crunch of bones. The sharp rip of ligaments tearing. It obviously didn’t hurt, but Wren had shoved the blade deep enough to trap him.

“Did you really think I’d willingly follow you into a creepy abandoned building without more information?” Wren asked with a sneer. “For all I know you’ve brought me here just to push me off at the top. I’ll admit, it’s a clever plan. I’d be too busy rebuilding my bones to show up to class tomorrow. Not exactly the best look right before the Decennial.”

August groaned. “You are beyond paranoid.”

“No,” Wren shot back, stepping closer. “I simply know better.”

“And have you forgotten that you’re the one with the track record for pushing me off buildings?” August scoffed bitterly. “You’ve done it twice now. And both times conveniently right before an exam.”

She shrugged. “That’s not the point.”

August burned with anger. A sudden rush. And despite his usual restraint, he couldn’t stop the flames from bursting out of his fingertips.

“Jesus!” Wren flinched but didn’t release her grip on the knife.

August curled his fingers closed and extinguished the flames, black smoke funneling into the air.

Neither of them said a word, a thick silence reverberating between them.

Wren’s eyes flickered with amusement. “Having a difficult time controlling your emotions?”

“I’m fine.”

“The flames erupting from your skin beg to differ.”

“It’s just—” He inhaled deeply. “I’m tired.”

“Tired?” Wren echoed. “Really?”

“I’m … mentally tired, okay?” August bit back another wave of anger. The embers hummed deep inside him, the familiar itch building at the tip of his fingers. Pull yourself together, Augustine. “Is that what you want to hear? That sometimes, despite knowing better, I can’t control myself?”

Wren flinched. “No. That’s … that’s not what I want to hear.”

“Then what?”

“The truth.”

August let out an exasperated sigh. This girl was going to be his demise. He was sure of it.

“I snuck into Headmaster Silas’s office.”

Her eyes widened in shock. “You—what? Are you mad? Why on earth would you—”

“I was bored,” he interjected with a nonchalant shrug. “I had some time to kill, and it just so happened that his office was unattended. And while I was scouring his desk, I came across a book.”

“A book?”

“It contained a list of names. Our names. All of them.”

“I’m not following.” Wren sighed.

“It contained the name of every student who has ever been selected for Blackwood. And there was one name I didn’t recognize. On the last page.”

“Another name …” Wren echoed. “The one that’s crossing over tonight?”

August nodded. “Louise Nordain. Today’s date was written next to her name in red. And given the fact that we all arrived exactly at three in the morning …”

“She’s bound to cross over any second now,” Wren whispered.

August blew a curl away from his face. “Happy now?”

“Elated.”

Wren ripped the knife out of his hand. She’d begun sliding it back into her waistcoat when August snatched it from her grasp and placed it firmly against her throat. She stumbled, nearly falling backward, but managed to catch herself on the railing, her eyes snapping up to meet his.

“You arrogant—”

“Now, let’s play nice, Loughty.” August pressed one hand against the wall behind her, the other wrapped tightly around the hilt of the dagger. He knew she couldn’t feel the edge of the blade against her throat, but that didn’t matter. Hurting her was never his goal. Annoying her was entertaining enough.

“Look who’s wasting time now,” Wren sneered, chin lifted high.

“Go on. If you’re that bored. But all it’s going to do is ruin both of our shoes.”

“You’re the one who started it,” he replied coolly.

“And I’ll be the one to end it,” she snapped. “The second my skin stitches back together, I’ll jam this blade straight into your back.”

“If this is you trying to flirt with me,” he whispered, leaning in closer, “then I have to admit … it’s working.”

A wave of goose bumps rippled across her shoulder, and August couldn’t help but chuckle.

Wren swallowed. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing. It’s just … interesting, isn’t it?” He dragged his fingertips over her collarbone and watched in satisfaction as her eyelids fluttered open and closed. “We can’t feel pain, yet we can feel … so much more.”

Her eyes raked up and down his face and something in his chest tightened. He found himself stepping closer. Too close. Crossing the boundary both of them had secretly vowed never to cross. Wren tensed but didn’t move. In fact, she leaned in toward him, the slightest shift in her stance.

Time froze. The two of them suspended in darkness. A flurry of twisted anticipation humming in their bones.

But the moment didn’t last.

Wren shoved August out of the way, using the momentary distraction to snatch the dagger right out of his hand before he could stop her.

“Seems you’re not that tired after all.” She waltzed past him and twirled the dagger between her fingers. “Good. I was beginning to think the notorious Augustine Hughes was going soft on me.”

An unavoidable thrill ran through him. “I wouldn’t dare.” He bowed his head and motioned up the stairs. “After you, darling.”

“Thank you. Always such a gentleman.”

A sharp wind greeted them as they opened the door at the top of the staircase and stepped out onto the rooftop. The air smelled smoky, with the faintest hint of vanilla and amber, the familiar scent that clung to Wren wherever she went. He found himself leaning in closer, drawn to her like a reluctant moth to a deeply infuriating flame.

Blackwood Academy lay sprawled out to the north of them. A landscape of pointed towers and vaulted ribs, of arched rose-tinted windows and ornate buttresses. Oak trees covered in gnarled branches and burnt-sienna leaves dotted nearly every inch of open space, adorning the buildings with opaque shadows.

To the south was the forest. The uncharted outskirts of purgatory that loomed menacingly in the distance, whispering enticing promises of power to those foolish enough to listen. The Demien Order could attempt to lure students out with their false claims, but August would not be one of them. He understood that there was truly no escaping their eternal punishment. No freedom to be found.

No deliverance for the damned.

“Now what?” Wren peered over the edge. “We just stare at each other until somebody falls through the sky?”

August cleared his throat.

“Something like that.”

She frowned. “I should have brought a book.”

“Am I not entertaining enough for you?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

A noise rattled in the distance, interrupting them. They lifted their eyes in unison. Wren narrowed her gaze toward August, and he instantly knew they were thinking the same thing.

We’re not alone.

August released a fresh wave of flames from his palms, readying his stance. The fire blazed from his skin, lapping up his forearms. Elemental magic was his strong suit, but fire had always been his vice.

Wren, on the other hand, opted for something more elegant and subtle. Golden threads erupted from her palm as she prepared an energetic barrier around them. Something that would more than likely save their skin if whoever was on the other side tried to knock them off the rooftop.

More sounds echoed beyond the door. Boots against hardwood. The creak of weight.

And then the door swung open.

August didn’t hesitate. A wave of flames surged from his palms and soared straight toward the figure standing by the doorway. It wasn’t until the fire escaped his fingertips that he spotted Olivier’s familiar face looking back at him, eyes wide and mouth agape.

Despite August’s infallible aim, Olivier was annoyingly nimble and managed to duck out of the way just in time, causing the newbie behind him to suffer the brunt of the blow.

“Relax!” Olivier exclaimed, raising his hands in the air. “It’s only us!”

“What are you doing here?” August bristled. “Did you follow us?”

“It was his idea!” shouted the newbie, who August now recognized as Emilio. He frantically blew out the flames, grimacing as the charred skin around his collarbones began to heal. “I’m just a victim of his stubborn curiosity.”

“Oh, you were just as curious as me,” Olivier said. “Admit it.”

“I was not!” Emilio huffed, nervous eyes shifting among the group.

“Snuff your flames,” Wren muttered behind him. “They’re harmless.”

August tensed. “He didn’t answer my question.”

“All right.” Olivier leaned against the doorway, annoyingly smug as always. “Yes. We followed you. But can you really blame us?”

“Why?”

“Because I’m curious.”

“And did anybody follow you?” August pressed. “Are you two alone?”

“Of course we are!” Olivier exclaimed. “I’m far too discreet for that.”

“Wrong,” came a third voice from somewhere above him. “Though I doubt anybody is shocked.”

August knew that voice. Incandescent. Smooth like honey dripping down his throat.

“Irene.”

Just as her name escaped his lips, Irene materialized in a plume of blood-red smoke, Masika by her side. They were like a set of conjoined twins. Where one went—the other was never far behind. Despite their symbiotic relationship, the pair had distinct differences. Masika’s movements were fluid, like that of an acrobat, as though her body were moving in time with a song only she could hear. Irene, on the other hand, was harsh and rigid, like staring straight into a blazing fire.

Her dark eyes watched him carefully from beneath her blunt fringe.

“Great,” Wren groaned. “Did all of Blackwood manage to find us?”

Irene shot Wren a poisonous glare. “Just the ones capable of intelligent thought. Which begs the question … why are you here?”

“August invited me,” Wren shot back.

Irene scoffed. “Yeah. Right.”

“It’s true,” August admitted. “I asked her to come with me.”

He didn’t miss the flicker of jealousy behind Irene’s eyes. Despite the fact that it had been decades since they had agreed to end their … well, he wasn’t entirely sure what to call their time together. It hadn’t been a relationship, not a real one, anyway. Relationships were born from love, from a place of mutual respect and adoration. What they had created between them was born of pure desperation and loneliness. Of a primal need to fill the gaping emptiness inside them with anything that would make them feel remotely alive.

Either way, Irene resented him. And even though they had ended things a couple of years before Wren’s arrival, Irene still chose to blame her, rather than admit that the two of them had been terrible for each other.

“Are you two finally screwing?” Masika asked with an uninterested sigh.

“No!” August and Wren shouted in unison, which August could admit didn’t do them any favors. Wren must have been thinking the same thing, because she quickly averted her gaze and bit the inside of her cheek.

“Right,” Masika muttered, clearly amused. “So we’re still pretending that you two hate one another. Got it.”

“I have an idea.” Olivier sauntered over to where Irene stood, snaking his arm around her shoulder. “How about we reconvene this little party in a more suitable location. Perhaps my bedroom?”

“I’d rather douse myself with gasoline and set myself on fire,” Irene sneered.

“Charming.” Olivier slithered away from her and skipped back toward Emilio. “Would someone care to enlighten me on why we are here, then?”

“Ask them.” Masika motioned toward August and Wren. “They’re the ones who led us here.”

“I’m afraid it’s confidential,” August replied. “Loughty and I have some business to attend to.”

“How sweet.” Irene made a show of mockingly gagging into her hand.

Olivier chuckled. “Jealousy doesn’t suit you.”

“I’m not jealous.” Irene practically spat the word in disgust. “What on earth would I have to be jealous of? If anything, she did me a favor by making August her little pet.”

Wren tilted her head in confusion. “Little pet?”

“Oh, don’t pretend you don’t have him wrapped around your finger.”

August stepped forward. “That’s enough.”

“What? It’s the truth,” Irene replied defensively. “You’ve been trailing after her like some lovesick puppy dog ever since she first arrived.”

“Irene …,” Masika muttered with a giggle. “If this is you trying to prove you’re not jealous … I’m afraid you’re not doing the best job.”

“Excuse me?” Irene turned to her friend in surprise. “You’re supposed to be on my side!”

“Oh, don’t be so sensitive. I’m only teasing you.”

Flames burst from Irene’s fingertips. “I … am not … sensitive.”

“Weird …” Olivier eyed Masika with a teasing glint. “Isn’t that exactly the kind of reaction a sensitive person would have?”

“I don’t mean to interrupt.” Emilio’s voice wavered as he cleared his throat. “But … uh … I think you might all want to see this.”

He stood with his back to them, eyes glued on the main gates.

They all turned, following his gaze.

August saw it instantly. The shimmering light breaking open the black sky. It glowed just behind the opaque clouds, glittering and brilliant. A heavy silence fell upon the group as a collective sense of awe reverberated among them.

Wren was the first to speak. “Is it starting?”

“I think so,” August whispered.

“Is what starting?” Olivier asked breathlessly.

“Another student is entering Blackwood,” Irene muttered under her breath. “That’s why you two were coming up here. To get a good look.”

“Smart girl,” August mused aloud.

“A new student …” Emilio shook his head. “That’s not possible. There shouldn’t be a new student for at least another—”

The earth began to rumble, cutting Emilio’s words short. It was soft at first, the faintest tremor, and then the ground cracked and split with a violent lurch. The movement was so sudden, so abrupt, that none of them had time to brace themselves.

Wren stumbled toward the edge of the rooftop, clearly taken by surprise. Her eyes went wide as she lost her balance, leaning back, closer and closer—It happened so fast that August almost didn’t grab her in time.

But he did.

He reached out and grabbed a fistful of Wren’s coat, pulling her in toward him before she could stumble over the edge. It was an instinct. A primal reflex that took over his body without warning.

He had known Wren was about to fall and had decided to save her.

She gasped as her chest collided with his. Every nerve ending in August’s body came to life. Every inch of his skin burned with an uncontrollable warmth. For a moment, neither of them said a word, their eyes locked like two opposing magnets.

“Are you …” The words died on his lips. He couldn’t bring himself to ask.

Wren nodded. “I’m fine.”

A piercing sound interrupted them. And then a blinding white light poured out of the sky like a tunnel, a perfect cylinder sprouting from the black clouds and funneling toward the ground right outside the Blackwood gates.

The light grew in intensity as a figure began to descend from the sky. Two arms. Two legs. A head. A body. It was a person. A soul. Just like them. And as the figure slowly made its way to the ground, their limp and lifeless body haloed by the shimmering light, August couldn’t help but bite back a swell of unwanted emotions.

The new student lay sprawled right outside the iron gates of Blackwood, their body enveloped by the tall grass. They all waited. They knew what would happen next. The student would wake up, disoriented and confused, and the gates of Blackwood would slowly open, welcoming them home.

It was what happened to all of them. The same routine. The same inevitable outcome.

But then something changed.

A flicker of smoke lifted from the body. An undulating darkness.

Shadows.

Olivier stumbled forward, closer to the edge of the rooftop.

“What’s happening?”

“I don’t know …” Emilio cautiously joined him. “This isn’t normal.”

“Is that—” Irene let out a manic snort of laughter. “I think that’s shadow magic.”

“That’s impossible,” Masika muttered in disbelief.

Wren’s face contorted into pure terror. “No … that can’t … it can’t …”

“Is she a Demien?” Olivier asked in bewilderment.

“She can’t be a Demien, for Christ’s sake.” Irene’s tone was sharp and commanding, though August could hear a slight waver in her words. “We just saw her cross into Blackwood. It’s … it’s not possible.”

“M-maybe it’s an illusion,” Emilio offered sheepishly. “Maybe none of this is real.”

Masika shook her head. “We would smell it. And look—” She lifted her hand and summoned the familiar violet runes associated with illusionary magic, but they quickly fizzled out, like a flame being extinguished by a sharp breeze. “Nothing. It’s not an illusion.”

The realization dawned on them at the same time. The truth no one wanted to say out loud.

But August would.

“Those shadows,” he whispered, “are coming from her.”

It was at that moment that Louise jerked awake, eyes jolting open as a terrified shriek escaped her lips. Even from where he stood, August could feel the pressure of her scream, the sound of it reverberating at a supersonic level. And then the shadows dancing against her skin erupted into towering heights, black and opaque and endless, sprouting from her body like a mycelium of darkness.

A figure materialized outside the gates. They parted the shadows using a counterspell and approached Louise’s convulsing body. When they whispered something into her ear, everything stilled.

The shadows vanished. Her cries subsided.

Silence.

And then the six of them watched as the figure lifted Louise from the ground, carrying her toward the main entrance of Blackwood, and vanished into thin air.
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OLIVIER

It was a known fact that Olivier Dupont could not sit still. He was easily agitated, constantly fussing with the blond hair that fell over his eyes or fidgeting with the cuffs of his coat. Neither of these habits was entirely surprising, seeing that Olivier appeared to exist in a perpetual state of restlessness. His father, who bore witness to Olivier’s many quirks and ever-present disquiet, would often joke that perhaps death would be the only permanence heavy enough to sedate his son.

It turned out death only made everything worse.

Presently, it didn’t help that Olivier had just witnessed something that was, for all intents and purposes, impossible. He’d never seen shadow magic before. He’d heard rumors. Read books. But nothing could have prepared him for the sight of the newbie shrouded in tendrils of shadows. The way the world seemed to shudder, as though the very particles of the afterlife had split open and cracked in half.

Students couldn’t access shadow magic. That was an indisputable fact. Yet this girl, this seemingly innocuous girl, had just done the impossible. She’d summoned shadows the moment she entered Blackwood.

“Olivier!” Emilio shook him roughly by the shoulders. “Snap out of it.”

Olivier blinked. He glanced around the rooftop and noticed they were alone. “Where are the others?”

“They already went downstairs! I tried to get your attention, but you were—” Emilio gestured vaguely in his direction. “Out of it.”

“Right.” Olivier cleared his throat and tugged on his collar. “Off we go, then.”

He bolted across the rooftop, pushing the door open with what Emilio would probably call unnecessary dramatic flair. He could hear the others downstairs. A cacophony of whispers and nervous pacing. And as Olivier and Emilio descended the spiral staircase, he caught sight of the rest of the group scattered across the entry hall. Wren stood like a stone pillar, arms wrapped tightly around her chest. Irene and Masika seemed, unsurprisingly, bored by their current company.

August, whose voice dominated the room, leaned against the double doors with a sense of eerie calm.

“We go back to our dorms and say nothing,” he instructed. “Keep quiet.”

“Keep quiet?” Wren echoed. “Have you lost your mind? We just saw a new student cast shadow magic!”

“Not to mention we have no idea who that person was who relocated her away from the gates,” Masika added. “For all we know, it could have been a Demien. Headmaster Silas needs to be made aware of this … now.”

It was the obvious course of action. They were out of their depth. Yet something about Masika’s suggestion clearly displeased August, who turned to look at her with a withering frown.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“And why not?” Wren sighed, exasperated. “If anybody knows what to do next—it’s him.”

“Because Augustine here has a vendetta against our great and noble Headmaster,” Irene mused. “Isn’t that right?”

“I don’t have a—” August shook his head. “Look. I just don’t think we should involve Silas when we’re not even sure what we’re dealing with.”

“Who we’re dealing with,” Masika corrected. “Don’t you get it? We have no idea who actually just entered Blackwood. That girl could be working for the Demien Order!”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Irene muttered. “She just died. We all saw her fall into Blackwood with our own eyes.”

“And we also saw her cast shadow magic,” Emilio reminded her, tentatively edging closer.

Irene’s eyes snapped toward Emilio. “No one asked for your opinion, newbie.”

“Easy,” Olivier warned. Irene watched him with an amused grin, as if silently egging him on. Begging him for a fight. And he would give her one. If she opened her mouth and spoke to Emilio like that again.

“All I’m saying is that we can’t ignore what happened just because we think it’s impossible,” Emilio explained carefully. “We’ve been told that Demiens are the only ones capable of harnessing shadow magic … but maybe they’re not. Maybe this new student accidentally unlocked something during her crossing.”

“Well, that’s profoundly unhelpful.” Irene sighed. “Sounds like we have no idea what we’re talking about and we should probably involve somebody who does. Like, oh, I don’t know, the Headmaster of the school?”

August slammed his palm against the door. “Enough!”

The force of his voice reverberated in the space between them, casting an uneasy silence upon the group.

“Don’t you all realize what would happen if we went to Silas?” He looked around the room, eyes dark and downcast. “We’d effectively be turning ourselves in.”

Wren let out a gasp. “No nomination … we’d be barred from the Decennial.”

A chill ran up and down Olivier’s spine. How could they have forgotten? The Decennial was looming just around the corner. They were less than a day from the opening ceremony. If they went to Headmaster Silas … they’d destroy any opportunity they had to be chosen.

Irene paled. “I … I didn’t think about that.”

“Which is exactly what I’m proposing we do.” August sighed. “Think. Before we do something profoundly stupid that will ruin our chances at nomination. Now, my suggestion is we go back to the dorms and—”

It was in that exact moment that the doors to Bonestrod swung open, a gust of wind scattering rotten yellow leaves across their feet.

A triumvirate of familiar faces greeted them with identical scowls—Housemaster Birdie, Housemaster Wesley and Housemaster Russo. Birdie, who stood at a towering six foot two, with bleached-blond hair and eyes that looked like polished turquoise, was positioned at the front of the trio. Wesley, with his tawny hair and yellow-green eyes, assessed them nervously. Russo, on the other hand, was stoic as ever, her face expressionless and dark eyes eerily blank.

For a moment, nobody said a word. The opposing groups simply stared at one another, as if each was waiting for the other to make the first move.

It was Birdie who broke the silence in her sharp Texan twang.

“Well, this is a goddamn mess.”

*

Olivier bounced his leg up and down and considered throwing himself out the window. He’d rather wait for his broken legs to mend than deal with the suffocating tension currently permeating the air.

After the six of them had explained what they’d seen, Birdie had demanded they follow her to Memorium. Olivier immediately felt a sense of unease at hearing the name. It was a dreary church-style building made of granite, with stained-glass windows. Heavy wooden doors were carved into the bottom of a tower, the right side of the building stretching up toward the sky in a sharp point.

Olivier avoided it like the plague. Memorium existed for one sole purpose—for students to pay tribute to those they’d lost to the Demien Order. The inside of the building was mostly empty, a row of pews adorning the center of the main hall. A large stone monument inscribed with hundreds of names sat at the far end, flanked by towering piles of tearstained letters. Mementos left behind by students who had fled Blackwood in search of the Demien Order.

It was meant to be a place for students to process their grief.

But Olivier found it wholly depressing.

“How long have they been in there?” Emilio whispered next to him. He sat with his legs tucked into his chest and his chin resting atop his knees.

It had only been fifteen minutes. Give or take. Olivier had stopped counting.

They had called each student into the office one at a time. Wren had been first, and when she’d finally walked out, her face had been pallid, as though she was seconds away from being sick. August had been second. Then Irene. And now—Masika. Olivier had no idea what they were telling them in there, but he assumed they weren’t having them over for tea.

“Shouldn’t be too much longer.” Olivier yawned, making a show of stretching his long legs in front of him. He drummed his fingers against his thighs. “Don’t know about you, but I’m having a wonderful time. We got some fresh air. Had some friendly chitchat. Witnessed a terrifying display of shadow magic that will more than likely leave us traumatized for the rest of our eternal existence.” He shrugged and shut his eyes. “I’ve had worse nights.”

“No talking,” snapped a nasally voice. Olivier peeked one eye open.

Everly Hawthorne. She stood in front of the office door, arms crossed and face pinched into a scowl. Though Everly looked harmless—barely five foot two, with strawberry-blond hair fashioned into two pigtails—she also happened to be part of the Ascended. Which meant Everly got the privilege of spending the rest of her existence bossing other students around and reveling in her upgraded magical abilities. And, more importantly, she was spared from the immortal consequences of the Forgetting.

Olivier shut his eyes and scoured through his memories.

The small cottage sitting atop a mossy hill. His father tending to the stables. His mother sewing in the sitting room. The lavender wallpaper—no. It wasn’t lavender. It was blue. Or was it?

“You okay?” Emilio whispered softly.

Olivier’s eyes shot open. He glanced down and realized he had dug his fingernails so hard into his palms that tiny crescent indents had appeared on his skin. He quickly tucked his hands beneath his legs.

“Oh, just peachy.”

He’d been noticing the memories slipping away from him for a few weeks now. At first he thought it might just be his imagination. The paranoia of knowing he’d been around longer than most. But then one blurred memory became two. And two became three. And then the memories began not only to blur but to disappear completely. A dark nothingness taking root in his brain, slowly devouring everything that made him him.

There was no escaping the inevitable.

He was running out of time.

“Everly, sweetheart.” Olivier cleared his throat. “Do you think you could be a dear and fetch me some water? I’m quite parched.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I said no talking.”

Ugh. There was nothing worse than an Ascended on a power trip. Olivier carefully inspected the golden band adorning her ring finger—it was given to every Ascended, a way of marking their “elevated” status. But there was one more thing that made Everly stand out as an Ascended, a peculiar detail that was hard not to notice.

Her eyes glowed.

It was like her irises were constantly catching light—a predator’s eyes glinting in the darkness. Currently, those feline eyes were locked on Olivier, staring at him with utter contempt.

“Do you think we’re banned from the Decennial?” Emilio whispered.

Olivier shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. Probably.” He did his best to seem nonchalant, though truthfully … he was devastated. It wasn’t that he had been particularly confident in his chances for the nomination, per se, but he had been secretly hopeful. If he could secure the nomination, he could stop the transition in its tracks.

He could save himself.

Emilio whimpered and pressed his forehead against his knees. “I’m never listening to you again.”

“Oh, hush.” Olivier playfully nudged him. “You were just as curious as I was.”

Emilio groaned, his voice muffled by his pants.

“You’re a horrible influence.”

Olivier smirked. “Thank you.”

The door swung open and they shot their heads up in unison. Masika walked out, arms wrapped around her chest and eyes lowered to the floor. Olivier was considering calling after her when Housemaster Wesley popped his head out of the room and waved him over.

“Mr. Dupont … it’s your turn.” Wesley’s gaze shifted to Emilio. He pushed his round glasses up the bridge of his nose and offered Emilio a rueful smile. “Mr. Córdova. I have to say … I’m quite surprised to see you among this group of troublemakers.”

Emilio shuddered. “Trust me. So am I.”

Olivier sprang to his feet and clasped his hands together. Next to him, Emilio wilted.

“Don’t worry, my love,” Olivier whispered, offering him an apologetic grin. “It’ll be painless. I promise.”

Emilio looked up at him through his lashes. “You owe me.”

Olivier’s heart twisted. “I know.”

He turned his attention toward Wesley, pressed his shoulders back, and strutted into the room.

Inside, he found a small and unassuming office. The corners were filled with mounds of dust, an iron chandelier hanging precariously from one of the ceiling’s wooden slabs. A large bay window sat against the eastern wall with a rather impressive display of books scattered beneath it. Housemaster Birdie stood with her arms crossed, with Housemaster Russo beside her. They were a comical pair. Complete opposites. The Sun and the Moon. And then there was Wesley, who Olivier found couldn’t really be compared to any sort of celestial formation.

He could, however, be compared to a nervous ferret.

“Go—go on. Take a seat,” Wesley muttered behind him, placing a gentle hand on Olivier’s shoulder. Olivier reluctantly followed his orders, approaching the old mahogany desk at the far end of the room.

He didn’t spot the figure lurking in the darkness until he’d sat down.

“Mr. Dupont. I’m quite intrigued by what your friends have so generously shared with me this evening.”

Olivier nearly jumped out of his skin. It wasn’t like he hadn’t met with the infamous Headmaster of their school before, but given their current situation, his presence was an unwelcome shock.

“Headmaster Silas.” Olivier cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. “We’ve had quite the night. Though I should probably clarify that the six of us aren’t exactly friends.”

Silas emerged from the shadows. The sharp thump of his walking stick rattled against the walls as he approached Olivier, a calculated smile on his lips. He wore his usual navy peacoat, his dark, gray-speckled hair slicked back. Olivier often wondered how old the Headmaster really was. He appeared to be in his late thirties, give or take, though some students believed he had never truly been alive. That he was actually God himself. Others believed he was something else entirely, an eternal being beyond their comprehension.

In Olivier’s humble opinion—it was all a bunch of bullshit. And Silas, as intimidating as he might be, was only a man.

“Ah, I see.” Silas paused in front of the desk. “Then what word would you use?”

Olivier let out a wary chuckle. “Uh, perhaps … unfortunate acquaintances?”

The Headmaster lifted the corner of his mouth into a smirk.

“Be that as it may, the six of you have gotten yourselves into quite some trouble. I believe a range of infractions has taken place tonight. Ignoring curfew, dismantling protective wards, breaking into faculty-only buildings …” He tapped his gloved fingers against the golden head of his walking stick. “I can’t say I’m exactly thrilled. In fact, I’m very disappointed.”

Olivier swallowed the knot in his throat. “Understandably so.”

Silas narrowed his eyes. They were usually a warm shade of brown, but engulfed by the darkness of the office, they appeared almost entirely black.

Olivier did his best not to squirm under his gaze.

“There is, of course, the matter of Louise Nordain.”

Olivier tensed. He hadn’t been expecting that. “So … you know?”

Silas chuckled. “Of course. This is my school. I pride myself on knowing who is coming in and out of it. In fact, I was the one who found the girl and carried her back inside.”

“It was you,” Olivier whispered, straightening in his chair. “Then you saw what happened. She harnessed shadow magic, didn’t she?”

“Here is what I will tell you, Mr. Dupont.” Silas assessed Olivier for a moment, lips pulled into a placid yet unnerving smile. “What the six of you saw tonight was … rather concerning. It appears that our enemies are growing bolder in their tactics to lure students away from Blackwood.”

“The Demien Order,” Olivier muttered under his breath.

Silas nodded. “It appears their recruitment strategies have been failing them. We’ve had a historically low number of students leave Blackwood the past decade, and it is evident that we aren’t the only ones who have noticed.”

Olivier edged closer. “What are you saying?”

Silas sighed, leaning his weight against the desk. “The shadow magic you saw tonight was not coming from Louise … but was being used against her. We believe they were attempting to untether her soul from Blackwood in order to abduct her.”

“Is that even possible?” Olivier asked, bewildered.

Silas gave a solemn nod in response. “It appears so, though thankfully they were unsuccessful this time. But … I am certain they will try again. The Demien Order will stop at nothing in their pursuit of chaos. They will sow corruption in the souls of Blackwood until our precious balance is disrupted.”

A coldness spread through Olivier’s limbs. Chaos in the afterlife. It was a chilling thought.

“What happens now?”

Silas hesitated, the tension in his dark brows easing. He offered Olivier a somber smile.

“Now … I only ask for your cooperation.”

Olivier faltered. “My … cooperation?”

“If the six of you keep what you saw tonight from the other students, I will pardon all of your infractions. You will not have to serve any time in reformatory, nor will you be barred from consideration for the Decennial.”

Under any other circumstances, a list of infractions as egregious as the ones they’d committed tonight would have landed them in reformatory, scrubbing floors and organizing files until their eyes dried out. But now, all Silas wanted from them was their cooperation?

It all seemed too … simple. Too straightforward.

But who was Olivier to deny a miracle?

“Of course,” he replied with a nod. “I won’t say a word.”

“Good. Very good.” Silas clasped his hands in approval. As Olivier stood up from his chair, relief washing over him, he heard Silas clear his throat. “One more thing, Mr. Dupont.”

Olivier glanced up. “Yes?”

“Though I trust you are a man of your word … I must remind you that breaking this promise would have serious repercussions … ones you would not be too fond of.” Silas leaned forward, the earthy scent of ancient magic radiating in the air. A strange breeze ruffled the curtains and sent a blanket of goose bumps up and down Olivier’s arms. “Do I make myself clear?”

A weighted silence flooded the room. Olivier’s eyes skated over to the Housemasters. They all seemed equally stoic, watching him with unnerving stillness. He knew there was no way out of this. That even if he did try to say something about the shadow magic, if he tried to warn the other students, he was being monitored. Always watched.

Olivier swallowed back his hesitance. “Crystalline.”

Silas nodded once more, motioning toward the door with an authoritative wave.

“Good. Now send the last one in.”
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MASIKA

Masika Sallow hurled herself out of the building and gasped in a strangled breath. She gripped her knees and shut her eyes, willing the bile rising in her throat to stay down. She shouldn’t be having this reaction, not after all the work she’d put in, not after all the years she’d spent eradicating the memories from her consciousness.

Yet there she was.

All it had taken was one lousy trip to Memorium for everything to come crashing down around her. It was infuriating. She wished she could strangle Catherine with her bare hands for making her feel so weak. So pathetically human. Nobody in her old life had ever been able to sink their claws into her heart the way Catherine had. Sure, she’d had her string of summer flings and secret lovers—but nothing concrete. Nothing lasting.

Well, Catherine hadn’t lasted either.

“Oh, please don’t throw up.” Irene was leaning against an oak tree, her heeled boots propped up against the trunk. “I’m serious. If you do it … I’ll do it. I’m a sympathy puker.”

“I’m fine.” Masika inhaled a sharp breath and shut her eyes. “Though whoever decided dead people can still feel nauseous should be tortured.”

“I’m assuming your conversation with Silas was just as delightful as mine?”

Masika pinched the bridge of her nose. “Yeah. It was lovely.”

It was true her conversation with Silas hadn’t quelled the tornado wreaking havoc in her chest, but it wasn’t the main reason for her … reaction. She wasn’t sure what to call it. A panic attack, maybe. But she refused to say those two words out loud. She refused to acknowledge their presence.

Her father had suffered with panic attacks his entire life, a product of unresolved trauma and bad luck. And though she’d spent most of her childhood free from the paralyzing thoughts that seemed to run in her family, she’d always known it was only a matter of time before her luck ran out.

Even when she was alive, Masika would spend her days anticipating the inevitable breakdown. Waiting for the moment she’d feel the switch inside her snap. She would sit on the fire escape of her redbrick apartment nestled in the heart of Toronto, watching the traffic rush below her, the sound of sirens in the distance and the murmur of voices melting with the wind. She would close her eyes and search for that lingering anxiety inside her, the darkness lying dormant, and pray that it would never wake up.

But what she hadn’t known, what she hadn’t thought to anticipate, was that there was something worse waiting for her. Something far more sinister. And before she could even recognize the hands of death slithering around her heart, she had been met with this wretched fate.

“Do you need something?” Irene crossed the distance between them. “We could swing by Ezra’s dorm. I’m sure he’s got something to mellow you out … a bit of enchanted wine might do the trick?”

Masika shook her head. “No. I’m fine.”

Irene sighed. “Suit yourself.”

She gave Masika a firm pat on the back before turning to face the gravel path and sauntering toward the main grounds. Despite the persistent flurry of bees rattling around in her chest, Masika straightened herself and followed after her.

The early glimmers of morning had begun to spread over Blackwood—the thick nighttime mist breaking away, revealing a plum-colored sky with feathered cerulean clouds. No sun, just a silverish glow that emanated from the sky and illuminated their world in a translucent veil.

The farther Irene and Masika walked, the more the world around them began to stir awake. Even the trees seemed to rouse from their slumber, groaning and fluttering their russet leaves. Just as the morning bell rang in Elysium Hall, a cluster of eager students funneled out from Holsterd, the House that sat northwest of the Library. It was a sea of tartan coats and neutral tones, a muted palette of button-downs and lace.

They’d each received a unique uniform upon entering Blackwood. Irene’s uniform was a black silk dress with two slits on either side and a pair of black heeled boots. Masika’s was a burgundy turtleneck tucked into a black skirt that clung to her hips and loosened at the hem.

Their uniforms fit them. And not just in the physical sense. They fit them—their essence.

“So … what do you think?” Irene linked her arm over the crook of Masika’s elbow.

“About?”

“The girl. Louise. The shadows.”

Masika shushed her and tugged her in closer. “Are you trying to get us in trouble? We just promised Silas we wouldn’t say anything. If somebody hears you—”

“Nobody can hear me,” Irene chuckled, rolling her eyes. “Look around. Everybody is too preoccupied preparing for the Decennial.”

Masika glanced around nervously. Irene was right. There was a palpable electricity in the air, a flurry of anticipation. Students were congregated in small groups, whispering to one another in hushed murmurs, their eyes wide and gleaming with hope. Those were the dreamers. The ones with rosy cheeks and hungry eyes. The ones who truly believed they stood a chance at the nomination.

It was easy to spot the realists. The students who anxiously gnawed on their fountain pens while frantically scribbling in their tattered journals. The ones perched on benches with dour expressions and textbooks tucked between their hands. They weren’t hopeful, because they had submitted to their fate. They drowned themselves in academics because they would rather lose themselves in the smudged ink and cobwebs than face the music.

Masika lived somewhere comfortably between. She was secretly hopeful. Nobody wanted to experience the Forgetting. No one wanted to spend eternity wandering the Ether, reaping lost souls on an unbreakable loop. It was exhausting enough to have to reap lost souls once a week during their assignments. But she also understood that earning the Decennial nomination wasn’t easy. It was a shot in the dark. And though she wanted nothing more than to be given a choice, to be handed the opportunity to decide her own fate, she also wasn’t going to allow herself to be crushed under the weight of disappointment.

“Fine.” Masika sighed, tucking a curl behind her ear. “We can discuss it. But can we at least hold off until we’re back at Ivory?”

Irene groaned. “You’re so paranoid.”

“I am not—”

“Masika! Wait up!” A cheery voice rang out behind them, and the pair instinctively froze. Masika glanced over her shoulder and spotted a pair of large hazel eyes framed by square black glasses.

Liza Mendez. A bit younger than the usual Blackwood student; she was sixteen when she crossed over. Most students who were chosen were seventeen or eighteen, which Masika had learned was essential for their souls to properly acclimate to Blackwood. Fully formed adult souls didn’t have the transient quality required to traverse the Ether. Youthful souls, however, harbored the perfect balance of death and stubbornness that had them clinging to their humanity.

“Hey, Liza.”

Irene pinched the inside of Masika’s arm. Masika knew what the signal meant.

Get me the hell out of here.

“I was hoping you had a second to chat.” Liza looked between them, eyes quickly skating past Irene. The two of them didn’t exactly get along. “I’m sure you’ve heard that us girls over at Holsterd would love to have you join our Defensive Strategies Club. We have an opening now that—” Her voice broke off. “Well. You know.”

Of course she knew. Everybody knew.

Quinn Woodrow had disappeared last month. Well, disappeared wasn’t exactly accurate. She’d left a note taped to her vanity mirror. An explanation. Ramblings about wanting more—about wanting a way out. And everybody knew what that meant.

The Demien Order.

Headmaster Silas’s assertion that recruitment numbers had been historically low didn’t mean that some students still hadn’t fallen prey to the Demien Order’s poisonous words.

Turned out, Quinn had been one of them.

“That’s very kind of you.” Masika smiled. She could practically feel Irene’s searing gaze against her face. “But I don’t think my schedule will allow it. I’m pretty busy.”

“Very busy,” Irene added.

“Well … either way … we’d love to have you over sometime.” Liza smiled and pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “But who knows … maybe one of us will be nominated! Could you imagine? Getting to stay in the Ascended Quarters?” She let out a wistful sigh. “I heard it’s enchanted to be even larger inside. That it spans hundreds of floors.”

“Well, I doubt you’ll ever find that out,” Irene muttered under her breath with a snort.

Masika nudged her sharply with her elbow. “What Irene meant to say was … I hope one of us does.”

Liza smiled, though Masika could see the hurt lingering in her eyes. “I hope so too.”

Masika wanted to keep things cordial between her and Liza. There were benefits to befriending students from the other Houses. They could prove themselves useful.

There was Pettyworth, known for housing some of the most academically inclined yet stubbornly reclusive students. Litterman, with its notorious troublemakers and party animals (with the rare exception of Emilio), housed students who tended to excel in illusionary magic. A basement connected Chambers and Fiddle, both of which housed students with an affinity for elemental magic—and a penchant for creating enchanted liquors and other elixirs. There was Ivory, of course, the dormitory that Masika and Irene lived in, known for its cutthroat, corporeal-inclined students and equally ostentatious décor. And lastly, Holsterd, the dormitory Liza belonged to, which was home to some of the best defensive magic students in the entire school.

Masika could still remember being placed in Ivory House. It had been her first evening in Blackwood and she had been sent to Headmaster Silas’s office for her initiation ritual. She had assumed it would be some ominous test—her mind conjuring up images of creepy occult practices and spooky ritualistic sacrifices. But when she arrived at the office, she had been handed a single candle and given simple instructions: Hold the candle in your hand and blow on the wick. When she placed her hand around the wax candle and blew softly, a bright purple flame burst from the wick, nearly singeing her eyebrows.

And that was it.

She was officially in Ivory House.

“Oh! Nick is flagging me down.” Liza’s voice pulled Masika back to the present. “I’m helping him set up with the rest of the Decennial Ball Committee.” She let out a squeal of excitement.

“Have you two asked anybody yet?”

Masika glanced over Liza’s shoulder and spotted Nick Aronson out by the Library, his ash-blond hair ruffling in the wind. He wore his usual white shirt and dark-wash jean jacket, a messenger bag slung over his shoulder. He lifted his hand and offered them a cordial wave.

“Uh … no.” Masika let out an awkward chuckle. “And I don’t really know if I’m going—”

“Oh, we’re going.” Irene wrapped her arm around Masika’s shoulder. “I plan on drinking wine until I black out and then going skinny-dipping in the Main Yard fountain.”

Liza recoiled but quickly masked her disdain with a nervous smile. “Right … well … I’ll see you two at the opening ceremony!” She stepped past them. “And good luck with Calligan’s exam today!”

Masika watched Liza zigzag her way through the sea of bodies, her auburn ponytail swishing behind her. The second the crowd of bustling students swallowed her up, Irene let out a long and dramatic snore.

“Thank God. You know, I’ve met turnips more interesting than her.”

“You should give her a chance. Liza isn’t the worst friend to have around.”

Irene shrugged. “Who needs friends?”

Arguing was pointless. Irene was an impenetrable fortress of solitude and isolation. She kept her circle small. Practically nonexistent. In fact, Masika was probably her only real friend. If she could even call herself that. Honestly, the only thing that led Masika to believe Irene wasn’t completely devoid of feelings was the fact that she’d personally witnessed tiny cracks in her iron mask. Small glimmers of humanity lurking beneath the surface.

The moments of doubt. Of fear. Like the time Irene had come stumbling into Masika’s room in the middle of the night drenched in her own sweat, whimpering about her mother coming to get her. Masika had to coax her down for hours, brushing her damp hair out of her face until Irene slowly dozed off. She must have been sleepwalking, but even in her delirious state, she’d known where to go.

She had known to find her friend.

As they approached the wide stone steps that led to Ivory House, Masika spotted a figure lurking in the distance. Housemaster Violet was watching them from the porch, gloved hands clasped tightly over the iron railing and lips pursed in disapproval.

“Word spreads fast around here,” Irene whispered, averting her gaze to the ground.

“You think she knows?”

“Look at her. That’s a death stare if I’ve ever seen one. Looks like she’s eaten a lemon.”

Masika glanced up and winced. Violet’s eyes were two rusted blades piercing into her face. She definitely knew. And as they walked up the steps, Masika held her breath, silently preparing for their inevitable punishment.

“Good morning.” Violet regarded them with a subtle yet knowing nod. “Perhaps the two of you should go upstairs and freshen up for the day.”

“Freshen up?” Irene echoed. “That’s … it? You have nothing else to say to us?”

“I’m not sure what you’re referring to.” Violet brushed a strand of black hair away from her face and wrapped her brown tweed coat tightly over her chest. “Anyway, I’m off. Try not to get into too much trouble today, girls.” Her mouth lifted into a tight-lipped smile as she descended the steps and made her way toward the Main Yard.

Irene scoffed. “What the hell was that? She barely gave us a slap on the wrist.”

“I don’t know.” Masika had to admit—it was a little weird. Housemaster Violet, who was in charge of watching over the students of Ivory House and taught all classes on spacial magic, was notoriously strict. Which meant her apathy toward their obvious rule-breaking was odd, to say the least.

“Maybe she already knows we met with Silas.”

“Great. I wouldn’t be surprised if the entire school finds out by the end of the day.”

Irene flicked her wrist and the double doors sprang open.

Shimmering velvet fabrics in rich jewel tones adorned the main hall of Ivory House—swooping chaise lounges and sprawling rugs with designs that mimicked peacock feathers. A massive glittering chandelier dangled from the black slanted ceiling, illuminating the space along with a row of melted candles set upon dark wooden desks, each of which emanated a purple flame. Just as in all the other buildings in Blackwood, invasive vegetation crawled over the walls, slithering across the floor like snakes. At the far end of the room was a floor-to-ceiling window that gave a clear view of the Main Yard—the large quad, which housed impressive stone sculptures and an intricately carved stone fountain.

Masika had spent countless hours staring out of that window.

Waiting.

“You good?” Irene waved a hand in front of her face.

“I’m fine.” The words slipped out with ease. Masika had mastered the art of appearing fine. And not just while at Blackwood. Even in her old life, the words had come easily to her. A way to mend the dark, splintered cracks.

I’m fine. I’m just tired. Everything is fine.

“All right, well … I’m going to head upstairs and gather my things.” Irene walked to the spiral staircase. “I’ll meet you down here after.”

Masika nodded, though she had already begun to walk toward the window, her mind drifting elsewhere. It happened to her every so often. Like a dense fog taking root in her brain. Sometimes she thought her father was to blame, a lingering by-product of his genetics finally catching up with her. And sometimes she thought it was something else, something bigger than her father, something bigger than Catherine.

She pressed her hand against the cool glass.

Outside, a couple sat under an oak tree, sprawled on a tartan blanket, papers scattered in front of them. They stuck out against the monotony—a glimmer of life among the dead.

There had once been a time when Masika thought she had found that spark. That thing that would motivate her to cling on to her humanity. But she had been so blinded by her own infatuation that she hadn’t noticed the seed blossoming inside Catherine’s heart.

The darkness.

And though Masika had hoped she would be enough to brighten the darkness, to subdue Catherine’s ravenous appetite, she had always known, deep down, that nothing would be enough.

She had always been destined to love her and lose her.
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WREN

The letter fluttered beneath her door without a sound. Wren had spent the early hours of the morning silently reprimanding herself for listening to August, pacing back and forth, furiously fidgeting with the end of her braid. She had been so consumed by her own self-punishment that she hadn’t noticed the letter until she was seconds away from leaving her room.

It was sealed with red wax fashioned to look like the Blackwood Academy emblem—the carcass of an oak tree surrounded by bone fragments.

She picked it up off the floor and ripped open the seal. The letter was short and concise, the words etched in blood-red ink.


Ms. Loughty,

Your presence is required in my office. I have spoken to Housemaster Birdie and informed her, so do not worry about arriving tardy to your first class.

Sincerely,

Headmaster Silas



She read the words over and over, as though a hidden message might suddenly jump out at her, tracing each individual letter with the tip of her finger. It didn’t make any sense. She had just spoken to Silas.

A tidal wave of questions shot through her mind.

Why would he need to speak with her again?

Had the others received a similar letter?

Did he change his mind about pardoning their infractions?

Panic coursed through her as she stuffed the letter into her desk drawer.

She didn’t know how to handle these feelings. Unlike some of the other students, she had a good reputation. She had exemplary marks, obviously, but it was more than that. Wren had made it abundantly clear that she wasn’t simply interested in existing but had completely accepted her role as a student and fused it into her soul.

She could not get her old life back, but she could do her best to excel in this one.

It was why she drowned herself in schoolwork and textbooks. Why she exhausted all of her energy studying for exams. It was the one thing she could control. The one thing that hadn’t been altered by the hands of death.

But now one stupid mistake, one stupid decision … her reputation was ruined.

She slipped on her trench coat and bolted toward the door. However, upon swinging the door open, she was faced with a rather large obstacle blocking her path. A large and annoying obstacle with gray eyes and an infuriatingly pleased look on his face.

“Move.”

August pressed his hands against the doorway. “Well, that wasn’t the cheery welcome I was hoping for.”

“I quite literally don’t have time for this.” Wren ducked under his arms and began charging down the corridor. She heard August’s familiar footsteps echo behind her. Great. This was the last thing she needed.

“Where are you running off to?” August called out behind her. “Your defensive instruction doesn’t start for another twenty minutes.”

“Wow.” Wren shook her head and chuckled. “Are you that obsessed with me?”

“Don’t flatter yourself, darling.” August jogged up next to her, flashing her a cocky grin. “I just happen to have great observational skills.”

“While somehow totally lacking self-awareness.”

He skidded to a halt and slammed his hands on either side of the corridor, blocking her path once again.

“Come on. Tell me.” His eyes drank her in with unnerving precision. “Where are you going?”

“Why do you care?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I am obsessed with you.”

“Congrats. Acceptance is the first step.”

“You know … you’re rather cute when you’re upset.” August’s eyes raked up and down her face. “You get this crinkle right between your brows. Right here.” He tapped his finger against her forehead, and she swatted him away.

“Yes, well … it’s pretty easy to be upset when I’m around you.” Wren tried to ignore the searing heat pulsing against her skin. Right on the place where he had touched her. “That might be one of your greatest skills.”

He smirked. “You flatter me.”

“All right, enough of this. I have somewhere I need to—” Wren attempted to walk past him, but August didn’t budge, sidestepping so that his face was mere inches from hers. In that same moment, the teasing glint in his eyes seemed to harden into something colder, something almost dangerous.

The next words he spoke were slow and deliberate. “Tell me … where you’re going.”

Wren scoffed. “Is that a command?”

August shrugged.

“Maybe.”

Silence swept over them. Wren met his gaze with unwavering stillness, not daring to blink or look away. She wasn’t scared of him. She never had been. But there was something disconcerting about being this close to him … something twisted. Because whether or not she’d ever admit it out loud, Wren knew that her body wasn’t telling her to run away or hide. It was telling her to close the space between them.

And that terrified her more than anything.

“August.” She spoke his name slowly. “I’m afraid the ominous bad-boy routine doesn’t work on me.” She edged closer, mockingly flicking a piece of lint off his collar. “So … why don’t you just move along and go find somebody else to pester?”

For a moment, he said nothing. His eyes darkening with each passing second. Just when Wren thought she would implode from the tension permeating the air, August’s demeanor shifted and his face molded itself back to its usual arrogant smirk.

“Did you really just call me a bad boy?”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake. Never mind. You’re hopeless.” She used the momentary distraction to duck under his arms and continue down the corridor. To her immense disappointment, August didn’t take the hint. He followed after her as she pushed open the doors of Pettyworth and made her way outside.

Blackwood’s amethyst-tinted sky stretched out above her as her feet hit the narrow, graveled path that snaked around the dormitories and led toward the main grounds. A brittle chill clung to the air, just cold enough to nip at her nose and send a flurry of goose bumps down her neck.

“Look. I’m just trying to make sure we’re on the same page.” August caught up with her, matching her pace. He shoved his hands deep into his pockets. “Especially after our little conversation with Silas.”

“What do we need to be on the same page about?”

“Oh, don’t play dumb, Loughty.” He dropped his voice and leaned in closer. “They’re not telling us everything. I know you felt it too. Something isn’t right.”

Of course she had. The entire situation had left her feeling off-kilter. The newbie’s startling display of shadow magic was frightening enough, but then being told that Demiens were attempting to abduct students? That they were meant to keep it a secret from everybody else? It had all felt too … calculated. Like the Housemasters had been anticipating everything—like they’d already had the perfect explanation prepared. But what was she meant to do? Questioning the rules of Blackwood was practically blasphemy. And the last thing Wren wanted to do was give Silas another reason to snatch the Decennial nomination away from her.

“Maybe you’re right.” Wren sighed, stopping in her tracks. “Maybe they are keeping something from us. But there’s nothing we can do. We shouldn’t have been up on that rooftop in the first place. All we can do now is assume Silas and the Council know what they’re doing. If Louise poses a threat, they’ll take care of it.”

“Right …” August shook his head. “And tell me again, who exactly is on this mysterious Council you trust so wholeheartedly?”

Wren opened and closed her mouth. “I—” She inhaled a sharp breath. “I don’t know.”

Truthfully, Wren had never put too much thought into it. The Council was made up of a group of Ascended and Housemasters, all of them selected for one sole purpose—to protect Blackwood Academy. They were in charge of all defensive wards and strategies against the Demien Order, and their membership was kept strictly anonymous. It was like a secret society among the academic elite … something Wren couldn’t help but dream of joining one day.

August stepped closer. Too close. That familiar scent flooded her nose—peppermint and something else … something warm that reminded her of storm clouds and thunder. “Are you really willing to trust a group of people who refuse to show their faces?”

“I don’t know.” Wren took a slow and deliberate step away from him. “But I do know I’m not willing to trust you.”

August flinched. It wasn’t a trick of light or a momentary hallucination. He looked … wounded. But just as quickly as the hurt had appeared on his face, it vanished, replaced by the cold and apathetic mask he often wore.

“Good.” The wall was back up between them. Solid and resolute. “I’d keep it that way.”

And then he was off, sulking deeper into the grounds, until he was nothing but a speck in the distance.

*

“Ms. Loughty.” Headmaster Silas glanced up at Wren from behind his glasses. “Please. Come in.”

Warm earth tones and the orange glow of firelight spread over Silas’s office like spilled ink, the corners of the room dappled with shadows. Six paintings adorned the wall closest to the entrance, portraits of the Housemasters—Birdie, Russo, Wesley, Violet, Marigold and Calligan. Each exuded the shimmering power of ancient magic, a sense of wisdom in their stares. The students were never taught how Housemasters were selected, nor how Silas came to be the Headmaster. Wren had always assumed they had simply been there since the beginning of time. When she had first arrived at Blackwood, Wren had considered asking Marigold, though her idea had been shut down by August almost immediately.

You don’t question the higher powers that govern Blackwood, he had told her. And trust me … sometimes it’s better not to know.

Wren approached the large mahogany desk at the center of the room. Silas slid his glasses off and placed them upon the desk.

“Comical, isn’t it?”

Wren sat down, tucking her trembling hands beneath her legs. “What is?”

He gestured to the glasses with a coy smile. “Requiring glasses in the afterlife. Seems a bit … unnecessary.”

Wren chuckled. “The paradox of our existence.”

Silas nodded and let out a weighted sigh. “Our very existence is full of paradoxes. I strive to clarify as many of them as I can for my students, but … I’m afraid some things are beyond our understanding.” He lifted a steaming cup of tea to his lips. “Even for me.”

Wren shifted in her seat. “Headmaster … I have to admit … I’m a bit surprised to be seeing you again so soon.”

He chuckled and tentatively took a sip. “Ah, yes. Well … I wish our first meeting had been under better circumstances. I’ve never known you to be a rule-breaker.”

That was because she wasn’t. August was the rule-breaker. A notorious dissident who prided himself on doing the opposite of what he was told. Wren was the voice of reason.

She cleared her throat. “I know. It was … a mistake. A very stupid mistake I don’t plan on making again.” Her hands fussed with the hem of her skirt. “I’m not going to make excuses for my behavior. Nobody forced me to go to Bonestrod. I just—I hope you know I take my role here very seriously.”

Silas nodded. “I know. I can feel that inside you. That desire to be good. It’s the reason I asked you to come see me privately … away from the prying eyes of the Housemasters.” He set the cup down and smirked. “They can be a bit nosy.”

Wren straightened in her seat.

He continued. “You see, Ms. Loughty … though I often admire your academic skills and magical abilities … there is something else you possess that is a rarity among our students.”

“And what is that?”

Silas leaned forward.

“Kindness.”

Wren blinked in surprise. “Oh. I—thank you?”

He let out an amused chuckle. “An underrated skill, if you ask me. But highly useful if applied in the correct circumstances.”

“I’m sorry, Headmaster, but I don’t exactly see how kindness is relevant.”

For a moment, Silas said nothing. He stood up from his desk, hand wrapped tightly around the head of his walking stick, and made his way to the arched window that overlooked the Main Yard. He peeled back the emerald curtain, peering out at the crowd of students bustling below them.

“I’m concerned about our newest student. Louise Nordain.” He paused, letting her name ring out between them. “Her transition into Blackwood was tainted by the hands of the Demien Order. I need someone who can monitor her. Ensure that she acclimates properly and that there are no other attempts at abducting her.”

The realization dawned on Wren a moment later. “You want … me to monitor her?”

“Perhaps monitor isn’t the appropriate word.” Silas smiled softly and dropped the curtain. “I was hoping you could … befriend her.”

Wren didn’t know what to say. In any other circumstance, she wouldn’t have hesitated. She wanted nothing more than to get into Silas’s good graces, and befriending a fellow student was a small price to pay. But the thought of getting close to a student who was targeted by the Demien Order didn’t exactly enthrall her.

Upon hearing her silence, Silas stepped closer. “It’s my understanding that you want to be nominated this Decennial.”

Her head snapped up in attention. “Yes. I … I would love nothing more than to serve Blackwood as an Ascended.”

Silas nodded. “And I’m certain you would serve us well. Which is why I’m hopeful you’ll agree to this simple task. I do believe it would most certainly solidify your chances in the opening ceremony tonight.”

Her jaw went slack. There was no miscommunication happening here. She understood very clearly what Silas was implying.

Her chance at the nomination rested upon her saying yes.

But there was something about Silas’s tone and the secretive manner in which he had called the meeting that led her to believe there was something else. Another condition intertwined between his words.

“I’d have to keep this a secret, wouldn’t I? From the other students?”

Silas nodded, solemn. “I don’t want anyone worrying. We have the situation under control. The fewer people who know that we’re monitoring Louise … the better.”

Wren couldn’t deny that the first thing that shot through her mind was August. She’d have to keep this from him. Another slab of concrete pressed against the growing wall between them. But then she felt a sweltering anger at her own resistance. Why did she care if she had to keep a secret from August? If their years of enmity had taught her anything, it was that Augustine Hughes cared solely about protecting himself, and even if he wanted her to believe he cared about the greater good, it was more than likely serving some larger, selfish purpose.

“Yes,” Wren blurted out. “Of course. I’ll do my best to befriend her.”

“Wonderful.” Silas guided Wren toward the door. “I’m so pleased we have a student like you among our ranks. You truly are one of the brightest pupils I’ve ever met.”

Wren blushed. “Thank you, Headmaster.”

He opened the door and beckoned her forward, inclining his head as she walked past him.

“Good luck.”

As Wren descended the steps, the door swinging closed behind her, a sense of weightlessness flooded her body. An unabridged happiness that sent a shock of laughter up and out of her throat.

Because the truth was—she didn’t need luck anymore.

Not when the nomination was hers.
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OLIVIER

He was late.

Housemaster Calligan had already begun handing out the golden teacups, a thick black liquid sloshing inside them. A few students glanced up as Olivier scurried toward his desk, offering him looks of disapproval, though he didn’t pay them any mind. He did, however, notice Irene and Masika seated on the other side of the room.

He nodded in their direction and they averted their eyes.

Right.

He didn’t take it personally. The two of them were about as friendly as a pair of feral cats.

“Glad you could join us.” Calligan handed Olivier his teacup. “Though I recommend arriving five minutes early next time, as opposed to five minutes late.”

“My apologies,” Olivier said. “I was—”

But Calligan had already moved on to the next student, clearly uninterested in hearing any of his excuses. Olivier settled in his seat and inspected the contents of the teacup with a withering frown. The liquid smelled like burnt sugar, with a rotten undercurrent that reminded him of moldy fruit. Not exactly what he wanted to ingest first thing in the morning, but oh well.

It wasn’t like he had a choice.

“Nervous?” a voice next to him whispered.

Olivier glanced to his right to find Tristan Abbot staring back at him, his olive-green eyes twinkling with amusement. Streams of lilac light fluttered through the window, illuminating his dark brown skin in a shimmering halo. He was a resident of Chambers House and a notorious heartbreaker, though his heart had been snagged a couple of years back, to the immense disappointment of his many admirers (Olivier included).

Olivier shook his head. “It’s not exactly my first time.”

Tristan smiled. “Right. I should have known better. You’re in Litterman House, aren’t you?”

Olivier nodded. “Guilty.”

“Well, I’m jealous. Not that I would ever wish to be a part of a different House. If I hadn’t been placed in Chambers, then I never would have met Josie.” Tristan’s expression seemed to brighten at the thought of his girlfriend. “You have a boyfriend too, don’t you? What’s his name … Emilio?”

“Wha—” The teacup nearly flew out of Olivier’s hand as he scrambled to catch it. “I don’t … that’s not …” He cleared his throat. “Emilio and I are just friends.”

Tristan chuckled and dropped his gaze. “Sorry. It just seemed … well … never mind.”

“Settle down, class.” Calligan’s booming voice echoed throughout the classroom as he addressed the students. “It’s time to begin your exam. Now, you have each been handed a teacup with an extremely potent elixir. Once you drink this liquid, emptying the teacup completely, you will have exactly one hour to dismantle the illusion, though to you it will feel much, much quicker.”

Calligan cracked his knuckles as he surveyed the room. “I am sure I do not have to remind you all about the dangers associated with illusionary magic; however … I do believe it is important to be aware of the risks.” His eyes moved past Olivier, locking on Tristan. “Mr. Abbot … please refresh us on the consequences of illusionary consumption.”

Tristan straightened in his chair. “Of course. Illusionary consumption is a side effect of improper dismantling. If a student fails to dismantle an illusion correctly, or quickly enough, the illusion will lock their consciousness.”

“Very good.” Calligan offered Tristan a satisfied nod. “Now, illusionary consumption during an exam isn’t entirely dangerous, since we have members of the Ascended working in the infirmary who can reverse the symptoms. However, if this happened to you in the Ether …” He let the words linger in the air for a moment. “Well, let’s just say reversing the consumption would be far more difficult.”

Calligan wandered over to his desk, taking a seat on the edge. “Now that we understand the risks, let us quickly go over how we can identify illusionary magic and use it to our advantage.”

Irene’s hand shot up like a bolt of lightning.

Calligan’s eyes slid over to her. “Go ahead, Ms. Bamford.”

“Illusionary magic can be identified by its violet runes and sweet smell. Though there are harmless surface illusions, like some of the décor that adorns our dormitories, there are others that are far more complex, which we call immersive illusions. These specific types of illusions are prevalent within the Ether. And it’s our job to identify when we’ve entered one and correctly dismantle it.”

Calligan nodded encouragingly. “Care to briefly go over the other specialties?”

“I’d be happy to.” Irene’s lips curved into a grin. “Spacial magic, which is essentially our navigation tool in the Ether, is also how we can relocate while on campus, though relocation spells are, unfortunately, inaccessible while in the Ether. Additionally, special magic is limited. We have a reserve that can become depleted if we relocate too often without taking a break.” Irene paused, flicking a piece of dark hair away from her shoulder. “Elemental magic is used to fight off or counterbalance any obstructions the Ether might throw our way. If you encounter a blazing fire, you should use a waterspout to extinguish the flames. If you walk into a windstorm, you should control the air around you to tame the obstruction. If you—”

“I think we get the point,” Olivier muttered under his breath.

Irene’s eyes snapped in his direction. She narrowed her gaze, as if challenging him to say something else. “Anyway—psyche magic is a bit trickier. It allows the caster to infiltrate and influence the mind of others. There are sometimes residual side effects of psyche magic, usually in the form of foggy irises and the occasional bloody nose. As students, we don’t have much access to this form of magic, but we can cast mind-alteration spells. This is primarily used in the case of a stubborn lost soul.” She smirked and wiggled her brows. “If they put up a fight.”

“Very good.” Calligan leaned back. “And the last two?”

“Defensive and corporeal,” Irene replied without hesitation. “The two opposite ends of the spectrum. Defensive magic uses golden threads to put together defensive wards and energetic barriers. The Ether will often create its own defensive barriers that need to be crossed, and it’s up to us to be able to dismantle them.”

She paused, eyes slithering over the faces of the other students. A wicked smile spread across her face.

“And last but most certainly not least—corporeal magic. Visually represented by silver shards. And, in my humble opinion, the most important form of magic we’re taught. Corporeal magic allows us to shift the atoms of the atmosphere. Transmutation spells. Combat spells. Anything we could use to attack or destroy … if need be.”

Calligan nodded. “Now, can someone explain the overall benefits of developing your magical abilities? Specifically, when it comes to navigating the Ether for your weekly reaping assignments?”

Olivier raised his hand at the same time as Irene. She shot him a glare.

Calligan chuckled under his breath. “Though I appreciate your enthusiasm, Ms. Bamford, perhaps we can give someone else a chance.”

Olivier resisted the urge to stick his tongue out at her.

“It’s pretty simple,” he began, clearing his throat. “Our magic is tethered to our soul. It’s what helps us find lost souls in the Ether and locate the correct doors. The more we develop our magic, the stronger that connection becomes. If your connection isn’t strong enough, you might walk into the wrong door and delay the entire process. Not to mention the risk of running into the Shadow Lands—”

Calligan interjected with a gentle lift of the hand. “The doors to the Shadow Lands are locked with protective wards set by Headmaster Silas himself. There’s no risk of actually falling through them.”

Olivier blushed and averted his eyes, dropping them to his desk. “Of course.”

A girl seated a few tables away from him raised her hand. Keira Holland, a newer student in Blackwood. It wasn’t out of the ordinary to see a newer student placed in a high-level classroom. Her marks had probably been strong enough to earn her a seat among their ranks. But her inexperience was written all over her face.

She was a small guppy desperately trying not to drown in a pond full of bloodthirsty sharks.

“Yes?” Calligan sighed.

Keira’s freckled face softened into a smile. “I was just wondering … why is it exactly that the Ether seems to be fighting us? As if it doesn’t want us helping these lost souls?”

Silence filled the room. This wasn’t a question you were supposed to ask. Keira, who hadn’t been aware of the ignorance behind her question, looked around the room tentatively, her smile faltering.

Calligan inclined his head to the side. “That question, Ms. Holland, is one I cannot answer.”

Because he didn’t know. Nobody knew why the Ether seemed to be working against them, doing whatever it possibly could to stop them from reaching lost souls. It was just one of those things that had always seemed to exist—one of the rules of their universe that went without saying.

Keira shrank into her seat. She nodded her head in response and offered Calligan a feeble smile. “Right. Of course. My apologies.”

“Now, do we have any other questions?” Calligan glanced around the room. When no one spoke up, he clasped his hands together. “Wonderful. Then let us begin.”

Olivier didn’t hesitate. He chugged down the liquid in one swift gulp, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. It was vile. Worse than it smelled. A wave of dizziness flooded through him, a warmth sprouting from the soles of his feet and traveling up his legs. It felt like a million ants crawling through his skin, as if he were being submerged in jelly. His vision blurred at the edges, brown dots clotting the air around him.

And then, after one slow and forceful blink, he was no longer inside the classroom.

It looked like a swamp of some sort, the world around him damp and full of moss. The ground beneath his feet was a vast and empty wetland, clumps of dead plants congregated in small shrubs. The sickly-sweet scent of illusionary magic consumed every inch of the land, strong enough that it itched Olivier’s nose.

He had to give Calligan some credit. It all felt impossibly real—the water dampening the hem of his trousers, his fingertips brushing against the rough texture of the plants … but it wasn’t. None of it was.

It was an illusion.

And he was meant to dismantle it.

Calligan had a habit of crafting theatrical illusionary exams, often leaning toward dramatic displays, so it came as no surprise when Olivier glanced down at his forearm and saw the hourglass etched into his skin in black ink. It was moving, grains of sand slipping from the top into the bottom, signaling that the countdown had already begun.

Determined to finish first, Olivier summoned the runes from his fingertips and got to work. They hovered in the air, crackling with violet sparks. He worked as he moved, arranging them into different configurations. If he shifted one of the runes in the right direction, he might see a crack in the illusion—a glimmer of something that didn’t look right, that looked out of place. If he shifted another in the wrong direction, that crack would quickly seal, and the illusion would take back over.

His task was to discover the correct configuration and destroy the illusion.

As he moved the runes around, rearranging them in varying geometrical shapes, he wondered what Emilio would say if he were with him now.

He’d probably be complaining about the smell. Olivier grinned as he imagined Emilio trudging alongside him with his lumpy wool sweater and his hair sticking up in that disheveled way he often wore it. But then Olivier couldn’t help but wonder why on earth he was thinking of Emilio, of all things, at the present moment and wiped the thought away from his mind.

He lifted his sleeve and glanced down at the hourglass, surprised to see it was more than half full. Maybe he would have been worried had he not been seconds away from finalizing the rune configuration.

As he moved the last piece over to the left, fussing with it slightly, the runes began to shimmer, speckles of violet floating up into the air like loose embers. And then a single crack split through the illusion, and then another, and another—until the bog landscape had become nothing but meaningless pieces and all Olivier had to do was brush them away with his fingertips.

He let out a gurgled gasp as he regained consciousness in the classroom. Calligan sat behind his chair, absentmindedly writing in a notebook as an enchanted spoon stirred his cup of tea next to him. Irene and Masika were nowhere to be seen, which meant they had completed the exam before him.

Shit.

Nausea clutched his throat as he slowly lifted himself onto his feet. He wasn’t sure how much magic he had expelled during that exam, but he certainly felt it. That unmistakable exhaustion. The cost they were forced to pay.

He glanced over at Keira, who was still sprawled over her desk, unconscious, her eyes twitching behind her eyelids. Her skin was beginning to grow a sickly-yellow color, bulbous veins sprouting from her skin.

“The illusion is consuming her,” Olivier whispered, mainly to himself. He hated when this happened. It was a ghastly sight, though not exactly a rare occurrence. Students would often fall prey to illusionary consumption, forced to mend their bodies for weeks at a time in the infirmary.

Calligan didn’t avert his eyes from the notebook. “Afraid so.”

“Couldn’t you just wake her?”

He shook his head and looked up at Olivier. “Must let things run their course.”

“But …” Olivier attempted to form the right words. “She’ll miss the Decennial. The opening ceremony. It could take weeks.”

Calligan sighed. “But she’ll be fine, Mr. Dupont. Like I said, we have resources here to heal her. It might take a while, but … that’s simply a consequence she must face.”

Olivier shuddered. He knew all about Blackwood’s consequences. He felt them with every breath, with every waking moment. Calligan was right. Keira would be fine. She was still new … she had hundreds of years, countless opportunities still waiting for her. Olivier, on the other hand …

“Mr. Dupont.” Calligan cleared his throat. “I just wanted to say … you did well. The others might have dismantled the illusion faster, but your work was precise. I would feel quite confident leading up to the opening ceremony if I were you.”

A swell of pride surged in Olivier’s chest. “Thank you.”

Calligan nodded, waving him off. “Now go. I won’t be writing you a late pass.”

Olivier bit back a smile. Maybe there was still something worth holding on to. And as he sauntered out of Calligan’s classroom, fueled by a newfound sense of confidence, Olivier couldn’t help but allow himself to feel something he hadn’t felt in months.

Something he knew was unequivocally dangerous.

Hope.
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IRENE

Irene cracked her knuckles and readied her stance, bouncing from one foot to the other. The eastern arched window bathed the wooden walls of the classroom in streams of iridescent light, like swirling colors in a pool of oil. The voices around her faded into a low murmur as the class leaned in intently, bracing themselves for what they knew would be a merciless fight. And they were right—Irene never held back.

Subtlety wasn’t exactly her style.

“Are we ready?” Housemaster Russo stood between Irene and her opponent—a tall boy with wavy brown hair and what Irene had deemed to be an extremely punchable face. Since the moment Russo called out their names, solidifying them as competitors, an indifferent look had filled his serpentine eyes, as though the whole thing was beneath him. Even now, as they prepared to begin the duel, he took the time to waggle his brows suggestively toward his friends, clearly mocking all of the formalities.

Irene smiled. “Oh, I’m ready.”

The boy chuckled, whispering something that Irene could only assume was at her expense.

Russo sighed, exasperated. “Hexley. You know the rules. I need verbal confirmation from both participants.”

The boy—Hexley—rolled his eyes. “Yes. Fine. I’m ready.”

There was nothing Irene loved more than her corporeal class. It was the perfect excuse to revel in the damage she was desperate to inflict. But she held a special place in her heart for duel days. It allowed her to focus all of that anger toward one single source. To transform all of that bottled-up frustration and resentment into pure, unadulterated rage.

The fact that her opponent was a boy in desperate need of getting his ass beat was only the cherry on top.

Russo nodded and stepped away from them, retreating toward the edge of the classroom.

She raised her hands, and the air sizzled with anticipation.

“Begin.”

Irene jumped to the left just as Hexley’s first spell came hurtling toward her, splinters of silver magic crashing against the wall behind her. The crowd of students gasped, flinching as a bookshelf toppled to the floor. Before Irene could even respond, he had sent another three basic corporeal attacks in her direction—all of which she was able to dodge without breaking a sweat, nimbly jumping out of the way at the last second.

Christ. Was he even aiming?

Irene summoned the magic into her veins, savoring the icy breath filling her lungs, the surge of power trickling through her limbs. She couldn’t even worry about the exhaustion that was surely waiting for her at the end—not when the momentary rush felt this good. Silver beads of light sparked in her palms like miniature bolts of lightning. She waited for the perfect moment, stepping to the right. She could tell by the awkwardness in Hexley’s step as he angled his body toward her that it was his weak side.

Perfect.

She threw the spell and it landed squarely on his shoulder.

Hexley stumbled backward, a large gash splitting across his shoulder and toward his collarbone. He glanced down, a moment of disbelief spreading over his face, before his eyes snapped back toward her in disgust.

“You bitch.”

Irene couldn’t help but let out a bark of laughter.

“What’s so funny?” Hexley hissed.

“You boys are all the same. So easy to read. So predictable.” Irene smirked, stretching out her arm to the right, fingertips vibrating. “There’s no strategy. No patience. You’re all blunt force and desperation.”

“What is this?” He summoned another crackle of magic into his palm. “A lecture?”

“Nope.” Irene curled her fingers, and the window to the right of her shattered. The glass exploded into jagged shards, but they didn’t fall. They simply floated, waiting for Irene’s command. “A distraction.”

Hexley had barely opened his mouth half an inch to retort when the shards of glass went flying in his direction, piercing his body like a tidal wave of bullets. He went flying backward, landing on the floor with a sickening thud. Blood instantly began to pool beneath his body, staining the floorboards an unforgiving shade of scarlet. Despite their numbed pain receptors and regenerative abilities, the bodies of Blackwood students still reacted like their mortal forms used to. If wounded, their bodies would bleed and tear and break. It was their soul echoing what it had known in life. A small glimpse of the humanity that lingered. The entire class gasped, rushing over to examine the aftermath.

Russo glanced down at Hexley’s unmoving body. She waved a hand over his face, and when he didn’t respond, she let out a sigh and lifted her eyes toward Irene. “A very smart play, but perhaps next time you could refrain from such … extreme tactics. With these kinds of wounds, Hexley here isn’t waking for at least a month.”

Irene bowed. “You’re welcome.”

She knew what would happen next. His body would be carried out by a group of Ascended and carted off to the infirmary. The other students would whisper about how horrible and cruel she was. About how she should have taken it easy on him. But Irene had stopped caring what others thought about her long ago.

Uninterested in watching the scene unfold, Irene stormed out of the classroom, throwing the doors open with a flick of her wrist.

But just as she stepped into the corridor, a boy came hurtling from the other direction and collided with her.

“Dammit,” she muttered under her breath. “Watch where you’re going.”

He looked up at her. Dark blond hair framed an angular face with a prominent nose and hollow cheekbones. His eyes, a sea of cobalt and sky blue, looked back at her with a teasing glint.

“I could say the same to you,” he mused, deep voice wavering slightly. Dark bruises stained the skin beneath his eyes, droplets of sweat dappling his forehead. Magic depletion, Irene noted.

“Did you just come back from the Ether?” Irene asked, unable to stifle her curiosity.

“What?” The boy blinked in confusion. “No. Why do you ask?”

Interesting. There was really only one thing that would leave a student that exhausted and depleted of their magic—entering the Ether. Which meant this boy was either lying, or had gotten himself mixed up in something that was undoubtedly against the rules.

Irene hoped for the latter.

Sensing he had made a mistake, the boy cleared his throat and said, “I mean … I didn’t just come back from the Ether. I went a few hours ago.”

“Liar,” Irene shot back without hesitation. “You’re up to something.”

The boy stared at her for a prolonged moment. She would have assumed he’d grow agitated by her accusation, but he simply continued to look at her with that amused twinkle in his eyes.

“And what if I am?” He cocked his head, biting back a smile. “What are you going to do about it?”

Irene shrugged, mustering up her most vicious smile. “Dunno. I haven’t decided yet.”

“I bet that works on most people, doesn’t it?” He took a step closer, never once breaking eye contact with her. “The intimidation tactics. The menacing stare. That stereotypical mean-girl routine you’ve mastered.” He was inches away from her now, so close Irene could see the candlelight reflected in his irises. “But … luckily for you … I’m not most people.”

Irene rolled her eyes, though a part of her couldn’t help but squirm under the weight of his stare.

“That’s what everyone thinks,” she said, lifting her chin higher to meet his eyes. “Sorry to be the one to break the news to you—but you’re not special.”

The boy let out a chuckle of surprise.

“I don’t think you’re that sorry.”

Irene smirked. “Guilty.”

There was a second of silence, the two of them unflinching despite the tension between them, and then the boy was stepping away from her, jamming his hands into his pockets. “Well, I hate to cut this short, but I have somewhere to be.”

“How will I ever survive?” Irene deadpanned.

He chuckled, sauntering down the corridor. Before he turned the corner, he glanced back over his shoulder and his lips curved into a crooked smile. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around … Irene.”

She froze, eyes locked on his. She didn’t recognize him, though that wasn’t entirely surprising. It was a big school. Hundreds of students. It wasn’t like she could keep track of everybody who came and went. But if there was someone like that waltzing through the halls of Blackwood Academy, Irene would have thought she’d have noticed. Especially since he seemed to have noticed her.

But before she could ask how he knew her name, he turned the corner and disappeared, leaving Irene with the sinking feeling that though this was her first time seeing him, it most certainly wouldn’t be her last.
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WREN

Late afternoon washed over Blackwood in shades of indigo and dusty-purple clouds as the thick evening fog rolled through campus. Wren had completed classes for the day, finishing Housemaster Calligan’s exam with flying colors. It had been easy enough, a rather simple illusion crafted to appear as though she were in a swamp. It had only taken her five minutes to dismantle it.

Child’s play.

As she trudged along the graveled path that connected the buildings of Blackwood, the anticipation of the opening ceremony building inside her, she spotted a familiar sulking figure in the distance. August sat in front of one of the various stone statues adorning the Main Yard, his long legs stretched in front of him, a paperback book tucked lazily between his hands.

He must have felt her watching him, because his head snapped up.

Their eyes met.

Wren opened her mouth to call out to him, but he looked back down before she could, as if he’d seen right through her.

Fine. If that was how he wanted to be, Wren would happily play along. She wasn’t about to grovel for his attention. If her words had hurt him, then he should have said something, rather than mask his emotions with indifference. But she shouldn’t expect anything else out of him. August wasn’t exactly generous with his feelings.

If he had any at all.

Wren wanted to hate him. He was rude and crass and impulsive. But she also knew, deep down, that her contempt for August brought her back to life. Their constant bickering gave her a purpose. A reason to wake up and get out of bed and face another bleak day.

This game with August had, in its own twisted way, saved her.

Wren swatted the old memories away and continued forward. She was walking past the Library when she spotted a girl seated by herself, tucked beneath an oak tree. She was scribbling something in a notebook, her ice-blond hair obscuring the side of her face. She wore a white lace dress and black loafers, white ruffled ankle socks sticking out from the top.

Louise.

Something inside Wren knew it was her. It was an acute feeling in her chest. A sharp and sudden rush. Her certainty only grew the closer she got. She could practically smell the scent of a new student. Syrupy, almost.

A part of her couldn’t help but hesitate. If she said something, if she opened this door, there was no going back. Louise could be a threat—the catalyst that sent everything she had been working toward tumbling to the ground.

Wren could still see the shadow magic engulfing her. The way the shadows seemed to be alive, an extension of her very soul. But this girl sitting in front of her, all doe-eyed and quiet, seemed different.

Normal.

“Louise?”

The girl glanced up. Her eyes were wide and an intense shade of blue gray, the kind of blue that reminded Wren of waves during a storm.

Louise shut her notebook. “Hi.”

“Sorry to bother you … my name is Wren. I just wanted to check in. Make sure you’re adjusting okay.”

Louise gnawed on the end of her pen. Her button nose crinkled as she smiled. “You’re the first person to say something to me since I got here. Are you the welcome committee or something?”

“No.” Wren chuckled. She knelt in front of Louise and took a seat on the grass. “I just know how hard the first few days can be. I mean, I spent an entire week locked in my room when I first got here.”

Louise tilted her head in suspicion. “Are you just saying that to make me feel better?”

“Nope. I promise. I had gone full Yellow Wallpaper. Nobody heard from me for days.”

A shrill bell of laughter echoed in the distance. Louise’s gaze trailed upward, glancing somewhere over Wren’s shoulder. A palpable sadness clouded her expression. A faraway look Wren was all too familiar with.

“You’ll make friends soon enough,” she offered. “It’s easier than it looks. I promise.”

“You’ve said that twice already.” Louise let out a dry chuckle. “I promise. But I don’t know you. So why should I believe your promises mean anything?”

Wren considered her words for a moment. “I guess … you shouldn’t.”

“Good answer.” Louise smiled and tugged her legs close to her chest. “All right, then, Wren. I’ve got a question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“How does this all work?”

Wren blinked. “I’m not sure I get what you’re asking.”

“This.” Louise gestured to the space around her. “I mean, we’re dead, right? So … how does this place exist? Why is there grass? How are we breathing? Why can’t we feel pain? Why were we chosen out of everybody in the world? How did—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Wren chuckled, lifting her hands. “I need you to take it down a few notches.”

Louise flushed and rubbed her face. “Sorry. I’m just … I’m a bit confused.”

Wren couldn’t help but smile. “It’s not supposed to make sense.”

Louise frowned, clearly displeased. “That’s awfully convenient.”

“Look.” Wren sighed. “Blackwood Academy is a part of purgatory—the world between the living and the Other Side. It’s what keeps the afterlife afloat. It’s existed … forever. For us, Blackwood is where we’ll reside for the rest of our existence, but for lost souls … it’s their ticket out. We’re the only ones who can help them get from the Ether to the Other Side.”

“Okay … so what’s the point of the Ether?”

“Think of it like a passageway. A place neither here nor there. When you die, your soul ends up in the Ether. When someone dies without extra baggage, they usually cross over to the Other Side without a hiccup. But if they’ve got things holding them back … unfinished business …”

“We have to help them,” Louise whispered. “I guess that makes sense. It’s like in stories, when ghosts can’t cross over because of something in their past.”

“Exactly.”

A strange expression creased Louise’s face. “What about … evil people? I don’t want to help them cross over.”

“We don’t,” Wren explained. “We call those Corrupted Souls. People who’ve harmed other beings with evil intent. Who are evil to their core.”

“What happens to them?”

Wren hesitated. She wasn’t sure if she should be telling Louise this. She’d learn about it eventually. But there was something about the way Louise was looking at her, eyes wide and full of trust, that made Wren want to continue.

“They’re destroyed.”

Louise’s mouth dropped in surprise. “We … destroy them?”

“No!” Wren muffled a shock of laughter. “It’s nothing like that. The Ether takes care of them. It consumes their soul.”

“Whoa.” Louise pressed her back against the trunk and sighed. “That’s heavy.”

Wren shrugged. “Everything requires balance. Even the afterlife.”

Louise seemed to consider this for a moment, brow furrowed.

“What about us? Why were we chosen to do this?”

Wren sighed. This wasn’t something she enjoyed thinking about. The big why. It had plagued her for months when she first arrived.

“It’s a bit complicated.” Wren hoped that would be enough to appease her, but Louise leaned in closer, clearly eager to hear an explanation. “All right … well … what we’ve been told is that our souls were predestined to be chosen. That it was literally written in the stars when we were born and when we died. But … there’s one more thing that we all share. That ties us together.”

“What?” Louise whispered breathlessly.

Wren lowered her voice. “Did something happen when you were little? Something that almost cost you your life.”

Louise flinched, taken aback. But Wren could see the realization washing over her. The way her eyes flickered, as if she had lost herself within the tangled cobwebs of an old memory.

“I … I fell in a lake when I was five.” Louise’s voice was barely a whisper. “I was clinically dead for three minutes. But they brought me back. They saved me.”

“Six minutes.”

Louise blinked. “What?”

“For me it was six.”

“You mean … we all had near-death experiences when we were young?”

“It’s the one thing that ties us all together,” Wren explained. “We all slipped into the Other Side and came back.”

A moment stretched out between them. Louise fiddled with the pen in her hand, gnawing on the inside of her cheek. Wren wondered if perhaps she had gone too far. Told her too much too soon.

But then Louise looked up and smiled.

“Thanks,” she whispered. “You know, for coming up to talk to me.”

“No problem.” Wren smiled in return. She had begun to walk away when a thought occurred to her. “Oh, and Louise, I’m here if you have any other questions. Any doubts. Just come find me. I’d like to be your friend. If that’s okay with you.”

At this, the other girl’s eyes lit up.

“Yeah. I think I’m cool with that.” She tucked the pen behind her ear. “And you can call me Lou.”
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EMILIO

“Holy … shit.”

Emilio stood frozen at the entrance to the banquet hall, unable to stop himself from gawking. He’d seen his fair share of gaudy displays of magic since entering Blackwood, yet he still found himself utterly transfixed by the sight in front of him, jaw hanging open in awe.

The banquet hall had been transformed for the Decennial opening ceremony.

Long, sweeping banners spanned the length of the domed ceiling, representing the colors of the various Houses—crimson for Pettyworth, amethyst for Ivory, sienna for Litterman, indigo for Chambers, forest green for Fiddle and gold for Holsterd. Enchanted sparklers hovered in the air, miniature fireworks exploding every few seconds. An elevated platform sat at the far end of the hall, adorned with six chairs, one for each Housemaster. A dark wooden podium stood at the front of the stage, lined with golden runes shimmering with ancient magic. Behind the podium loomed an imposing throne made from rich mahogany, the Blackwood emblem carved into the backrest. Glittering candelabras flickering with inky flames and a black lace runner decorated each dining table, falling over the mahogany like translucent cobwebs. A large upright piano and a violin played a haunting classical tune, though nobody was actually playing them. The keys and strings moved on their own, the violin suspended in the air, as though they were being played by ghosts.

As if that weren’t enough, the stone cherubs that usually adorned the corners of the walls had come to life, floating around the room and giving instructions on where students should sit. When one approached Emilio, he couldn’t help but let out a yelp of surprise.

The stone cherub frowned. “Are you all right?”

“I—you—I—” Emilio sputtered helplessly.

Behind him, Olivier placed a hand on his shoulder. Emilio could practically hear the smirk in his voice. “The polite thing to do is to speak to the sentient statue, Emilio. Go on. You can do it.”

Emilio swallowed the knot in his throat. The cherub continued to stare at him expectantly.

“H-hello,” he managed to croak out.

The cherub nodded, pleased. “Hello. Emilio Córdova and Olivier Dupont. Litterman House. Please follow me to your corresponding table. If you lose me in the shuffle, simply find your House banner.”

The cherub spun around, floating through the crowd of students and deeper into the hall.

Thankfully, Emilio managed to shake off his temporary paralysis, following the cherub with Olivier right on his heels. They pushed through the crowded hall, shoulders bumping into other students as they passed.

“This isn’t natural,” Emilio whispered to Olivier, silently praying the cherub couldn’t hear him.

Olivier snorted.

“And attending school in the afterlife is?”

“It’s a statue,” Emilio hissed. “It shouldn’t be alive.”

“Technically”—the cherub swiveled around, nearly colliding with Emilio, who let out another strangled yelp of surprise—“I’m not actually alive. I have been enchanted with carefully programmed sentience, and after today’s celebration, I will be transformed back into nothing but stone.”

Emilio blinked helplessly as the cherub’s serene face stared back at him.

“Right.” He cleared his throat. “Of course. My … apologies.”

“No trouble.” The cherub’s stone features shifted into a smile. “Anyway, we have arrived at your table. Please take a seat and await the commencement of the opening ceremony.”

Emilio scooted onto the long bench, face flushed from the ridiculous interaction. Next to him, Olivier chuckled unabashedly, tossing his head back as he let out a cackle.

“Oh, that was priceless. You should have seen your face.”

Emilio frowned.

“Shut up.”

Most of the students had already taken their seats at their corresponding House tables, chatting among themselves as they waited for the ceremony to begin. Emilio scanned his surroundings carefully, his eyes landing on the one dining table separated from the rest of the students.

The Ascended.

There were fifty or so seated at the table, each wearing the Infamous golden ring that marked them as part of the academic elite. Their iridescent eyes gleamed like a blanket of stars, their faces angled toward one another as they spoke in hushed whispers.

A chill ran up and down Emilio’s spine and he quickly averted his gaze, glancing around the hall.

He spotted Irene and Masika seated next to each other, both of them wearing expressions of curated indifference. August was leaning against the far wall, swishing a silver goblet of wine in his hand, looking as brooding and aloof as ever. Wren was seated with the rest of Pettyworth House, anxiously tugging at the end of her braid and gnawing at the inside of her cheek. Desperation clouded her eyes. A restlessness that made it seem as though she was seconds away from charging the stage.

Emilio was about to lean in toward Olivier and share his observation when the doors to the hall burst open, a tense silence sweeping over the students.

Olivier leaned back in his chair, fingers drumming his thighs. “Let the show begin …”

Headmaster Silas strode into the room, the sharp sound of his footsteps rattling against the vast walls. The Housemasters of Blackwood Academy trailed behind him in a sea of black cloaks and stoic faces—Birdie, Russo, Wesley, Marigold, Violet and Calligan. Silas approached the podium without a sound. Emilio held his breath, his palms dampening with sweat. There was something about the Headmaster of Blackwood that made him inexplicably nervous—a sense of authority that filled the room and overwhelmed his senses. The students around him sat up in anticipation, eyes fixed on the center of the stage, their faces riddled with a mixture of excitement and trepidation.

“I’m thrilled to see all of you here with me today.” Silas’s voice soared through the air, amplified by a projection enchantment. “You are all the backbone of this fine institution. The reason Blackwood Academy continues to exist, strong and resilient as ever.” He paused, leaning against the podium. “You are the reapers of lost souls. The bright light guiding them into their eternal slumber. And without you, the afterlife would fall into oblivion. So I thank you, each and every one of you, for your continued work.”

A crackle of applause rang throughout the room.

Silas continued. “As you all know, the Decennial offers students the opportunity to graduate from their eternal duty and make a choice. Either solidify their position here at Blackwood as an Ascended, a sacred and noble title that would release them from their reaping duties and offer them unabridged access to their magic, or take the leap and put their souls to rest permanently in the Other Side.” He let the words linger in the air as he stepped around the podium, eyes scanning the students. “As tradition holds, the nominee would be chosen tonight at the ceremony. And after successfully completing all four trials … the choice would be theirs.”

This was it.

He was going to announce the nominee.

Emilio held his breath, his eyes roving among the other students, taking in their reactions. He noticed that Wren had shifted forward in her chair, as though she was moments away from standing up. Almost as if she was anticipating the nomination. Almost as if she already knew that she was going to—

“However,” Silas’s voice rang out, “this Decennial will be … different.”

A chorus of whispers rippled through the students. Wren had gone impossibly still, her face drained of color. Emilio leaned in toward Olivier. “What’s going on?”

“I—” Olivier shook his head, a look of genuine confusion on his face. “I have no idea.”

Silas lifted his hand and the room fell into silence once more. “Sometimes change is necessary, allowing for new traditions to be forged. And this Decennial, it came to our attention that the level of magical skill among the students was unprecedented.” His lips curled into a smile as he leaned in closer, placing his hands firmly against the edge of the podium. “And unprecedented skills require unprecedented action.”

Time itself seemed to freeze. It was the final gust, the catalyst pushing all of the pieces together. And somehow, Emilio knew. It was an innate feeling, an unconscious understanding, that this moment would, irrevocably, change everything.

“This Decennial is no longer merely about celebrating a single student. It is no longer about showcasing their specific talents and proving them through tests.” Silas’s words echoed throughout the vast hall. “This time … it’s a competition.”






PART III

UNPRECEDENTED
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OLIVIER

He needed a drink. Or perhaps a lobotomy. Honestly, either would do.

Olivier was certain that if he’d had the ability to knock himself out and simply lie there, sprawled like some squashed bug, he would have skipped with glee and hopped on the opportunity. But even if he downed the entire bottle of enchanted whiskey he kept hidden beneath the floorboards of his bedroom, hell-bent on destroying his liver, he’d emerge the next morning bright-eyed and clearheaded, cursed with the ability to heal himself even if he’d rather not.

The rest of the ceremony had gone by in a dizzying blur. Once Headmaster Silas had announced that the Decennial was going to be a competition, he had gone on to explain how it would work, which only confused everybody more.

“The Decennial will still consist of four trials spanning the next few weeks, but this time … each trial is not merely a moment to showcase your magical abilities but a chance to outshine the other nominees and eliminate them from the running. There will be two nominees per House. If you are selected, you will receive a letter tomorrow morning. Now, as a reminder, just because there will be multiple participants does not mean there will be multiple winners. There will be only one. That has not changed.”

The hall had erupted into chaos the moment the ceremony ended. Olivier’s attention had latched onto Wren, who seemed to be on the precipice of having a nervous breakdown. He’d even seen her attempt to approach the podium to speak to Silas, pushing her way through the crowd, but he’d quickly lost sight of her.

He’d retreated to his room with Emilio shortly after, desperate to make sense of everything.

“What are you going to do if you’re chosen?” Emilio asked. He was sitting on the floor, resting his back against Olivier’s nightstand, nervously fussing with a loose thread on his sweater.

“Dunno.” Olivier shrugged, pounding his fist against the loose floorboard. It sprang open with a satisfying pop. “I haven’t thought that far ahead.” It was a lie, of course. He most certainly had. But what could he tell Emilio? That he was grasping at the tiny shred of hope still left inside him? That he might actually stand a chance of stopping the Forgetting before it could swallow him whole? There was no need to worry Emilio. And either way, Olivier was more concerned about him getting the nomination and making the irreparable decision to cross over to the Other Side. About losing him forever.

“Well, this changes everything. We actually stand a chance now!”

Olivier ignored the wave of panic flooding through his body as he uncorked the bottle of whiskey and took a hearty swig, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Maybe. Maybe not. There are still hundreds of Blackwood students far more qualified.”

Emilio scowled. “There are six Houses. Two chosen from each House means twelve nominees. Say what you will—but that raises our chances.”

A sudden knock on the door caused the two of them to jump.

Emilio glanced up. “Were you expecting anybody?”

“No.”

Another knock. A bit more forceful. The sound of patience dwindling.

“Yes, I hear you!” Olivier called out. He flicked his wrist and the door flew open. He tilted his head in surprise when he spotted Wren on the other side. “What on earth are you—”

“Can you believe this?!” Wren slammed the door behind her and stormed into the room like a sudden wildfire. Quite frankly, she looked like an absolute wreck. Tufts of hair stuck out of her braid at odd angles, her face splotchy. “A competition … who in their right mind thought it would be a good idea to do this? They are changing tradition! Rewriting the laws that govern the afterlife!”

“Uh …” Olivier dangled the bottle of whiskey in front of her. “Care for a drink?”

She snatched the bottle from his hand and threw back a swig—quite impressively, Olivier had to admit. When she was done, she tossed the bottle back to him and slumped onto the floor.

“It’s ridiculous,” she continued, slightly out of breath. “Unprecedented skills? What a load of bullshit. How could they just spring this on us without warning?”

“Tell us how you really feel,” Olivier muttered teasingly, taking another swig.

She shot him a glare. “This isn’t right. And you know it.”

He did. The whole thing felt strange. But before he could chime in, a swirling cloud of blood-red smoke funneled into the room, spreading over them like evening mist. And then, in the blink of an eye, Irene and Masika were standing before them.

“Hello,” Irene said in a nonchalant tone, as if relocating into somebody’s room uninvited and without warning was a perfectly reasonable thing to do. “I see we’re throwing a little Decennial party without us.”

“Is that whiskey?” Masika beamed, scurrying over to Olivier and taking a seat next to him.

“You two cannot just materialize in here,” Olivier snapped. “There is a door. Civilized people knock.”

“Well, it’s quite easy to pop in uninvited when there are no protective wards around your room.” Irene sauntered over to his bed and elegantly sprawled on the mattress, propping herself up with her elbow. She offered him a playful wink. “You might want to look into changing that.”

“It was her idea,” Masika whispered, a pleading look in her eyes.

Olivier sighed. “Fine. Take it.” He handed her the bottle of whiskey and she squealed in delight.

Irene’s eyes slithered over to Wren. “Is there a reason you look even more neurotic than usual?”

Wren frowned. “Am I seriously the only one concerned about what’s happening? Don’t you all think it’s the tiniest bit strange that they’ve changed the rules of the Decennial the evening after a new student crosses through Blackwood off schedule and surrounded in shadow magic? It all seems a bit … convenient.”

Olivier tensed. He supposed he hadn’t thought about it that way, but now that he’d heard it out loud …

“It does seem odd,” he muttered. “Though Silas did explain that the shadow magic was from the Demien Order and not Louise.”

“Right,” Masika added. “He said someone was casting the spell against her.”

Wren waved her hand dismissively. “Whatever. That’s not the point. We witnessed something we shouldn’t have. That was supposed to be impossible. And it just so happens that they choose now to completely rewrite tradition?”

Irene sighed. “I cannot believe I’m saying this—and if you ever hear me repeat it under any other circumstances, please hospitalize me—but she’s right. The timing is … strange. It all feels connected in a way.”

“Connected how?” Emilio asked in a soft whisper.

Irene shrugged. “That I don’t know.”

Silence swept over them, nothing but the ticking of a clock nearby.

Wren let out a disgruntled sigh, gesturing to the bottle of whiskey. “I’ll take some more.”

Masika took one final swig before tossing the bottle in her direction. Olivier watched in fascination as Wren downed a massive amount in one gulp.

“Who knew the infallible Wren Loughty could drink like a sailor,” Olivier mused under his breath.

Wren rolled her eyes, though she had already begun to slur her words. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Olivier Dupont.”

“Is that so?”

All right …” Irene sat up, smoothing down her dress. “Enough flirting. As we just established, something strange is happening. Something we’re all clearly connected to. Given that we have an understanding, I think it’s best we remain communicative about anything else we notice that seems … out of place.”

“An understanding,” Emilio echoed. “Does that mean we’re all … friends?”

The five of them went silent. When nobody said a word, Olivier thought back to his conversation with Silas in Memorium and a smile crept onto his lips.

“I prefer the term unfortunate acquaintances.”

The rest of the group looked around as one. Their eyes met. And then, to Olivier’s astonishment, they all smiled.

“Unfortunate acquaintances,” Emilio echoed. “I like that.”

“Me too.” Masika nudged him playfully with her elbow.

Wren giggled and tossed Irene the bottle of whiskey without warning. “How about it, Irene? You think you can stomach being my acquaintance?”

Irene rolled her eyes, though Olivier swore she was biting back a smile. “I’ve dealt with far worse, princess.”

A thought occurred to Olivier. Only five of them were here. But before he could comment on the missing piece in their group, the door swung open, as if Augustine Hughes had been summoned by mere thought.

“What the hell …” August stood at the doorway, brows knit together in confusion. He leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms as he surveyed the room. “So, what? Are we all friends now or something?”

“Unfortunate acquaintances,” they all responded in unison, not a single moment of hesitation between them.

August blinked in surprise. “That was … very strange.”

Olivier chuckled. “Well, what’s your excuse? Why are you here?”

August held up a notebook. “You left this in Marigold’s classroom today. I thought I’d swing by and return it.”

Irene snorted. “Likely story …”

“Excuse me?”

“Don’t lie, August. It’s beneath you.” Irene smiled devilishly at him. “You were clearly following Wren. You always do.”

“Here we go …,” Masika sighed, throwing her head back.

“I wasn’t following her,” August shot back.

“You so were,” Irene teased.

“He wasn’t,” Wren interjected, attempting to stand, though she swayed awkwardly from one foot to the other. “Actually, he was ignoring me all day. I think I hurt his feelings. Isn’t that right, August?”

His expression shifted into something strange. If Olivier didn’t know any better, he’d even use the word concerned.

“Is she … drunk?”

Wren scoffed. “She is perfectly fine.”

“Right.” August strode across the room and caught Wren by the elbow before she could topple over. “Because talking about yourself in the third person is a clear sign of sobriety. Come on. Let’s get you to your room.”

“I’m fine,” Wren whined, though her left ankle wobbled dangerously in her shoe. She usually had no problem sauntering around the halls in those knee-high boots she always wore, but now she had taken on the appearance of a baby deer attempting to walk fresh out of the womb.

To be fair, the few sips of enchanted whiskey had started to make their way through Olivier’s system as well, sending a rather warm feeling throughout his legs and into his chest. The room had a fuzzy haze to it, like somebody had draped gauze over his eyes and lit a fire nearby. He had the sudden urge to sing. Or take his clothes off.

Maybe both—if the occasion called for it.

“August is right.” Olivier sighed. “We should go to bed. The sooner we go to sleep, the sooner we’ll know who the nominees are.”

“Already leaving.” Irene offered one last disparaging look toward August before snapping her fingers and vanishing in a puff of smoke.

Masika chuckled. “That girl lives for the dramatics.” And then she was gone too, disappearing the same way she’d arrived.

August helped Wren out of the room, whispering something in her ear that Olivier couldn’t quite hear. Emilio hovered by the door. Olivier wasn’t certain how long he’d been standing there.

“I should go too.”

Olivier nodded. It felt as though a colony of bees had begun to buzz in his head. “I think that’s maybe for the best … whiskey’s a bit stronger … than I thought.”

“See you tomorrow, then?”

“Right.” Olivier plopped down onto his bed and closed his eyes. “The big day …”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Emilio’s voice sounded distant. Slightly muffled. “Maybe a glass of water?”

“I … feel … wonderful.”

The whiskey swept over him like a dense fog, slowly lulling him to sleep. Maybe if he hadn’t been so drunk, he might have noticed the expression on Emilio’s face. The sadness in his eyes.

But he didn’t.

Instead, the enchanted whiskey swept him away, to a place where he dreamt of sunlit cobbled streets and open blue skies and a knight with a lumpy wool sweater and the kindest eyes he’d ever seen.
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AUGUST

Wren wasn’t drunk. She was absolutely plastered. August struggled to keep her upright as they walked out of Olivier’s room, hoisting her arm over his shoulder despite her slurred mumbles of protestation.

Wren groaned against his shoulder. “Don’t need help … I’m fine …”

“I’m sure you are,” August whispered into her ear as they walked into the corridor. It would only be a ten-minute walk from Litterman to Pettyworth, but something told August that Wren’s inebriated state would lengthen their trip quite substantially. Not to mention the risk of being caught wandering past curfew … again.

He steadied her, holding on to her shoulders. “I’m going to relocate us to your room.”

“No, no, no …” Wren shook her head. “I can walk … I don’t need …”

“Loughty. Look at me.” August grabbed her chin, angling her face toward him. “I am not letting you walk by yourself in this state. And if I’m going with you, we may as well relocate together.”

She hiccupped, eyes sluggishly blinking. “Since when do you care, hm? I assumed you’d be finding a way to weed out the competition already.”

August tensed. His grip on her loosened.

“You truly think so little of me?”

“What does it matter?” Her eyes struggled to stay focused on his. “It’s not like you care what I think.”

“Loughty.” He inhaled a sharp breath and shook off the tightness in his chest. “I’m not going to leave you here defenseless, despite what you may think of me. Don’t worry. Come tomorrow morning, you can go on hating me and cursing my name. I promise.”

Wren groaned and shoved him firmly in the chest, catching him by surprise.

“You absolute idiot.”

He blinked at her, stunned. “What?”

“You’re so”—she stumbled and gestured wildly with her arms—“you.”

August sighed. “Thank you for the rave review. Now, if we’re done here—”

“No. You know what? We’re not done.” Wren pressed her hand against the wall in a feeble attempt to steady her wobbling stance. “You are … you are so infuriating. You think I hate you? You think it’s that simple?”

August shook his head. He didn’t mean for the words to come out so bitter, but he couldn’t help himself. “Isn’t it?”

“God, I wish it were.” Wren rubbed her face with her hands and sighed. “I wish … I wish I could despise you. It would make all of this so much easier.”

“Loughty—”

“But despite my better judgment, despite everything about you that drives me insane … I can’t bring myself to hate you.” August tried to ignore the agony in her voice, the desperation. It was enough to drive him mad. “I can’t—I can’t even convince myself to stay away from you.”

August’s head spun viciously as he attempted to gather himself.

“You don’t know what you’re saying,” he whispered. “You’re drunk.”

Wren stared at him for a moment, eyes wide and pleading. And then she simply shook her head and said, “Fine. I hate you. I detest you. I curse the day you were born. Are you happy now?”

August bit back a smile. “Positively overjoyed.”

She let out a sigh.

“Perfect. Take me to my room.”

He reached out his hand without saying a word. She placed her hand gently over his, her fingers delicately brushing his palm. August shut his eyes and summoned the relocation spell—a rush of warmth spreading up and down his limbs.

When he opened his eyes, they were back in her room. Darkness filled the space between them, a sliver of light pooling in from the window. The sheer lace curtains fluttered in the breeze, each movement sending ribbons of shadows across the walls. He’d been in Wren’s room countless times before—mainly to pester her in the middle of the night—but something about this visit felt different.

Wren watched him with a strange expression. Maybe it was the whiskey working its way through her system, but August noticed that the contempt she usually held in her eyes had vanished, replaced by something softer. Almost tender.

Her lips curved into a smile. “Are you going to tuck me in?”

August chuckled. “Not a chance.”

“Good.” Wren approached her bed, kicking off her shoes, and slowly crawled beneath the sheets.

August was overcome with the sudden urge to reach out and touch her. It was so strong, so startling, that he took a rigid step backward, terrified that he might actually do it. What was wrong with him? Daydreaming about grazing Wren Loughty’s cheek? Running his fingers through her hair?

He was losing it.

“I’ll—” August cleared his throat. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He’d begun to walk toward the door when she spoke behind him.

“Do you think we’ll be chosen?”

August stilled, hand clasped over the doorknob. “I don’t know.”

She hesitated before asking the next question.

“But if you are … and you win … will you choose to stay?”

August didn’t answer. He couldn’t. Because the truth was, no matter what happened over the course of the next few weeks, his mind would never change.

He had to leave.

And he had no intention of ever coming back.
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WREN

The dreams came to her in rotten berries and bloated corpses. In blue skin stretched taut over rigid muscle and the iron scent of blood. When the nightmares took over like this, there was no stopping them. She could only sit back and watch them unfold, helplessly stuck within the confines of her mind.

Open your eyes, Wren.

The headlights beaming against the cold asphalt. Blood filling her lungs. Her mouth.

Come back.

The hand lying still beside her. Purple nail polish. It was her favorite.

Please don’t leave me.

And then something snatched her out of the nightmare, back into her body, and she awoke in her bed, staring up at two figures looming over her. She could barely register their bodies, let alone their faces, but somehow she knew this wasn’t part of the dream.

This was real.

She opened her mouth to scream, but one of the figures slapped a hand over her mouth, muffling the sound. A warm pressure sprouted through her body and she began to slip in and out of consciousness. One moment she was in her bedroom, writhing and screaming beneath their grasp, and the next she was being carried down a corridor, the flicker of candlelight brushing against her eyelids.

“Did you get the two at Holsterd?”

“I believe Marigold took them.”

“We should probably make sure that—” The voice went quiet. “Damn. I think she’s awake.” And then she slipped away once more.

*

Wren awoke to the smell of dirt, her cheek pressed against something soft and damp. An eerie creaking sound fluttered in the wind, like an old house moving and swaying during a storm.

Her eyelids fluttered open. Consciousness swept over her slowly. It wasn’t until she sat up that she realized she was lying on dirt, her knees pressed firmly into the damp ground.

A large, imposing hedge surrounded her. The ground coated in dead leaves and a tangle of vines. As Wren struggled to get on her feet, it dawned on her that the hedge seemed to stretch out in every direction, curving away toward various paths, shrouded in opaque shadows.

A cold shudder ran through her. This wasn’t just a hedge.

It was a maze.

“Hello?”

Something told her that even if there was somebody nearby, there was no way for them to hear her. And though Wren felt completely and utterly alone, like she was thousands of miles away from Blackwood, she also couldn’t help but feel as though she was being watched. An unseen presence looming in the darkness.

The maze seemed to lean closer with every passing second, as if it were growing, preparing to strike. She beckoned a glowing sphere into her palm, illuminating the graveled path beneath her feet.

In front of her was a fork in the maze, with two visible paths.

Left or right.

She hadn’t the faintest idea. But what she did know was that she couldn’t simply stand there for the rest of the night. So … with a sharp intake of breath, she began to walk forward. Leaves crumbled beneath her bare feet as she took tentative steps toward the place where the paths diverged, the sphere of light bouncing up and down in her palm.

She had to make a choice.

Left it is.

The path was dark and narrow, sharp branches protruding from the hedge. Every few seconds, she swore she heard something rustling just behind her, or maybe in front of her, but when she swung her light toward the noise, there was never anything there.

She had taken another left turn when something came hurtling through the darkness.

There was a flurry of movement. A startled gasp.

Wren stumbled backward as whatever it was smacked her hard in the center of her chest. A brief moment of confusion disrupted her senses as she regained her balance, hands frantically reaching out to take hold of whatever had bumped into her. And that was when she spotted the familiar face looking back at her.

“Masika?”

Before Wren could say anything else, Masika dove behind her, slapping a hand over her mouth, and pushed her to the ground. Wren let out a muffled scream and writhed against Masika’s arms in an attempt to break free.

“Shh.” Masika tightened her grip. “Please. Be quiet.”

The desperation in her voice startled Wren into silence. Before she could ask Masika what had happened, a strange whistle began to echo in the distance. It grew in intensity with every passing second, until the sound was so loud that it rattled the leaves dangling from the branches.

The hairs on the back of Wren’s neck rose in warning.

A set of bony, translucent fingers wrapped around the edge of the hedge, one finger emerging at a time, long and crooked. The hand was a sickly shade of white, light blue veins visible through the thin skin, which was coated in blistering sores. An eye appeared. And then another. And another. Until a face full of red, grotesque eyes stared back at them, the eyes emerging from the hedge one by one.

The creature stood at a terrifying height, nearly taller than the hedges themselves, and had long, slender limbs with pointed claws. Wren counted eight eyes in total—eight blood-red eyes glancing around in different directions.

She was certain it must have seen them, that there was no conceivable way it hadn’t noticed them crouched only a few yards off, but then she realized Masika had thrown her hand up, a golden sphere sprouting from her palm.

A cloaking enchantment.

They were invisible.

Wren held her breath as the creature stalked forward, its limbs cracking, each movement sickly and wrong. Though it couldn’t see them, the creature paused only a few feet from where they were hunched on the ground and sniffed the air.

They waited, the two of them not daring to breathe, not daring to utter a single word. And then the creature turned away, retreating down the path until it turned the corner and vanished into the darkness.

A few terrifying seconds of silence passed, nothing but the faint howl of the wind around them. Once it was clear the creature wasn’t coming back, Masika dropped her hand and Wren gasped in a strangled breath.

“What the hell was that?” she choked out.

“I have no idea.” Masika wiped her hands on her nightgown. She had clearly been snatched from her bed as well. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

“I … I remember getting to my room after being at Olivier’s.” Wren racked her brain, carefully skipping over the painful memories of her conversation with August. “I fell asleep. And then there were two figures hovering over my bed. I think … I think they sedated me.”

Masika crossed her arms. “Come on, Wren. Think.”

Wren’s breath hitched in her throat as the realization sank its claws into her chest. “No. It can’t be … Silas said we’d receive a letter. He said we would—”

“He lied,” Masika interjected. “This is the Decennial. This is the first trial.”

They stood there for a moment, eyes drilling into one another.

And then Wren asked the question she assumed they both were thinking. “Well … now what do we do?”

Masika pointed forward, into the darkness stretching endlessly in front of them.

“Now … we keep moving.”

*

Wren was beginning to lose her patience. It felt as though they had been walking for hours, each sharp turn sending them straight into another narrow path, endlessly walking through the tangle of vegetation and prickly branches.

“I’m not saying your advice to keep moving wasn’t sensible,” Wren huffed, crossing her arms over her chest, “but perhaps it’s time we consider some sort of alternative plan.”

Masika rolled her eyes, swatting away a vine that had begun to coil itself around her shoulder. “Well, go ahead. I’m all ears.”

“We could try relocating—”

“Already tried that,” Masika interjected. “There’s a spacial barrier around the maze.”

“Dammit.”

“If we had a weapon we could try to hack our way through, but …” Masika gestured to her nightgown. “I’m not exactly hiding a dagger under here.”

Wren chuckled grimly. Of course. The one night she decided not to sleep with her dagger nearby was the one night she desperately needed it.

“Well, maybe we should rest,” she suggested. “That way we can properly brainstorm a plan.”

Wren wasn’t entirely sure why, but Masika seemed instantly rattled by Wren’s suggestion, her eyes darkening.

“No.” She shook her head. “We shouldn’t stop. There’s no telling what else is out there.”

There was something strange in the tone of her voice, a haunted quality.

Wren took a chance.

“Did you … see something?”

Masika’s eyes snapped in her direction. She opened and closed her mouth, as though she was battling her own instincts, torn between the desire to confide in Wren and her proclivity for secrecy.

“I …” Masika hesitated, anxiously picking at her thumb. “I thought I saw Irene earlier, but … it wasn’t her. Not really.”

Wren stepped closer. “What do you mean?”

“The maze”—Masika looked around warily—“it tricks you. Makes you see things.”

“Like what?”

Masika opened and closed her mouth once more, a sharp exhale flaring her nostrils. “Nothing. It’s not important.”

Wren placed a tentative hand on Masika’s shoulder. To her relief, the other girl didn’t back away.

“It’s okay. You can tell me.”

Masika seemed to be on the precipice of answering when they turned the corner and crashed straight into another body. A chorus of screams pierced the night as the three of them jolted away from one another, hands outstretched, prepared for a fight.

It wasn’t until Masika stepped forward and said the girl’s name out loud that Wren realized she also recognized her.

“Liza!” Masika gasped, hand splayed across her chest. “You scared us. I thought you were—” Her words were suddenly cut short as she properly took in Liza’s appearance. “What is it? Are you all right?”

The girl looked far from all right. Liza’s glasses sat crooked on the bridge of her nose, a large crack splitting one lens. Sweat drenched her hair, her bangs sticking to her forehead in damp strands. Most noticeable of all was how exhausted she looked. Her skin leached of color. Her lips almost purple.

“Don’t get any closer!” Liza stumbled backward, eyes frantically darting between them. “Are the—are the two of you real?”

Wren tilted her head in confusion. “Of course we’re real.”

Masika approached her slowly. “Liza. Calm down. I promise you’re safe. Just … tell us what happened.”

Liza trembled as she steadied her breathing. She still seemed prepared to pounce at any second, but the terror in her eyes slowly dissipated, replaced by a tentative look of surrender.

“I saw … things.” Her voice wavered as she struggled to get the words out. “Things that shouldn’t have been real. I saw … another me. But it wasn’t me. Her teeth were black. And her eyes …” A whimper fought its way up her throat and she clamped a shaking hand over her mouth.

“Hey. It’s okay.” Masika went to grab Liza by the shoulders, but she flinched, cowering back. “This is just part of the Decennial. Everything you see … all of it is just a test. It’s not real.”

“It knew things about me,” Liza whimpered. It was like she couldn’t hear what Masika was saying, trapped within a separate maze of her own thoughts. “Things nobody knows. Things only I could ever know.”

Wren grabbed Masika by the elbow. It was meant to be a subtle gesture. A silent communication. We have to keep moving.

“Look. I know you’re scared, but I promise you’ll be safer if you come with us,” Masika insisted, shaking Wren off. “We can help each other finish the trial.”

Liza winced in fear, stumbling backward. “N–no … I won’t … I won’t go back there. It’s going to find me.” Her voice cracked as another sob rattled her chest. “It knew things about my old life … things I’ve done … things …”

Wren leaned in toward Masika and whispered in her ear. “Masika … I think she’s lost it …”

“Just give her a—”

Masika froze. She was staring at something behind Liza, something lurking in the darkness. Wren followed her gaze, eyes trailing higher … and higher … until they landed on the same spot she was looking at.

No.

It was the same creature as before. Clumps of congealed blood dripped from its hands, oozing out of its mouth in thick streams.

“Liza …” Masika whispered her name, voice wavering. Wren could tell she was attempting to mask her terror with a reassuring smile. “I need you to listen to me carefully, okay? I need you to keep your eyes on me … and I need you to run.”

Liza blinked. For a moment, she looked normal again. Clarity washing over her.

Instantly, Wren knew what she was about to do.

She stepped forward. “Don’t—”

But it was too late. Liza glanced over her shoulder, her gaze drifting right toward the creature, which stood only a few yards in the distance. A terrifying second stretched out before them.

And then Liza’s scream split the night.

There was no time to think. No time to properly react. The creature pounced at the sound of her voice, hurtling toward her at an impressive speed. Its long, crooked limbs moved like a spider’s, each joint cracking with a loud pop as it sprang from the darkness and bolted toward them.

Wren started running, hand clamped tightly around Masika’s wrist. She prayed the other girl would follow them, but as they moved, Liza remained motionless, lingering behind them until she was lost within the chaos.

They reached a fork in the path.

Masika locked eyes with Wren. “Left!”

Wren nodded, determination propelling her forward.

But just as she was about to curve toward the left, following Masika’s path, Wren felt something slither over her body, tightening around her torso. She glanced down, panicked, and spotted a set of vines wrapped around her waist.

She didn’t even have time to scream before the hedge swallowed her whole.






15

IRENE

Irene didn’t believe in fairy tales. She was eighteen, not twelve.

The last time she’d been naïve enough to wish upon a star or wait for a prince to scale the wall up to her bedroom window and profess his undying love for her, she’d been a young girl deluded by her own fantasies and useless daydreaming.

Honestly, the fact that she’d ever considered the possibility of a happily ever after was mortifying.

So, logically, the monster standing in front of her couldn’t be real.

Silver shards of magic crackled in her palm as she tried to make sense of what she was looking at. It certainly looked like something straight out of a fairy tale—a face made entirely of bones, limbs coated in leathery scales, yellow serpent-like eyes. Not to mention, the creature was at least seven feet tall, with a large hump protruding from its back and razor-sharp talons jutting out of its fingertips.

Whatever it was, it couldn’t see her. Irene had positioned herself next to the hedge, a cloaking enchantment surrounding her with an invisible veil. But time was ticking, and if she had any intention of making it out of the maze, she needed to move. Which meant she needed to figure out how the hell to get past the creature without being seen.

A flicker of movement caught her eye. Not from the creature, but from something behind her, in the periphery of her vision. She squinted her eyes and twisted around, careful not to accidentally cross the boundary of her cloaking enchantment. A moment or so later, her eyes adjusted and she spotted something breaking through the shadows.

Two faces.

Familiar ones.

Emilio and Olivier were crouched a few feet behind her, seemingly unaware that she was close enough to touch them. They appeared to be strategizing on what to do next, though neither of them was bright enough to cast a cloaking enchantment of their own.

Absolute idiots.

She stretched her cloaking enchantment toward them, enveloping them within the gauzy veil.

“Hello, boys.”

“Dammit—” Emilio cursed under his breath, nearly stumbling onto Olivier’s lap. “How long have you been standing there?”

“Long enough. I don’t suppose either of you happens to know what that thing is, do you?”

“Not a clue,” Olivier admitted with a defeated sigh. His usually perfectly combed blond hair sat disheveled atop his head, dirt staining the bridge of his nose. “But I say we make a run for it. We can keep the cloaking enchantment on and it won’t see us.”

“The path is too narrow,” Irene pointed out. “We won’t be able to avoid touching it.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

The truth was, a plan had come to her, though something told her the two of them wouldn’t be thrilled about the idea, considering it involved kicking them out of the cloaking enchantment and using them as bait.

“We can work together,” said Emilio, catching Irene by surprise. “If the three of us attack it … we can overpower it.”

“You want to fight that thing?” Irene asked.

“Well, I don’t particularly want to, but I think it’s our best shot.”

Three against one.

Irene had to admit that a part of her was itching for a good fight, for a chance to get her hands dirty. She just hadn’t expected Emilio to be the one to suggest it. But now that the option had presented itself, she couldn’t help but lean into the side of her that was desperate for a bit of action.

“All right.” She released a sharp breath. “It can’t attack us all at once, so it’ll have to pick a target. We all know I’m far more skilled at corporeal magic, so I’ll be in charge of trying to destroy it.” She turned to face Olivier. “You’re in Litterman, aren’t you? You must be rather good at illusions, then.”

He nodded. “I’m exceptional.”

She rolled her eyes. “Right, well, do you think you’d be able to create an illusion of me?”

Olivier considered her words. “I suppose I could, though illusions meant to mimic people are always a bit fickle.” His eyes shifted to the creature behind them. “Though come to think of it, I doubt we have to worry, considering it’s highly unlikely that that bone-faced troll has more than two brain cells to rub together.”

“That’s good enough.” Irene could see the plan materializing in her mind. She glanced at Emilio, who was staring at her intently, a surprising eagerness in his eyes. “How are you at elemental?”

“Fine.” He shrugged. “Enough to get by.”

“That’ll have to do. When I give the signal, I want you to release a circle of fire directly around the creature. Understood?”

“Got it.”

“Okay.” Irene looked between the two of them. “Ready?”

They nodded in unison.

“Ready.”

The moment Irene dropped the cloaking enchantment, the gauzy veil dissipating, the creature turned its attention toward them, gnashing its sharp teeth. Beneath the alabaster bones coating its face, a set of sickly-yellow eyes narrowed in on them, focusing solely on Irene—the foremost of the group.

Good.

She crouched on the ground, anticipation coursing through her. Before the creature could react, she manipulated the air around her, propelling herself forward with a gust of wind, gliding directly between the creature’s legs until she rolled to its other side. Olivier began to construct the illusion, glowing violet runes sprouting into the air. He worked lightning fast, his fingers moving nimbly, until an exact duplicate of Irene appeared in front of her, and then another, and another, until there were at least a dozen Irenes surrounding her, all of them in the same crouched position.

The creature tilted its head, eyes darting among the various illusions, its mouth curling down in anger.

It charged toward one of the illusions, slicing its sharp talons across the illusion’s chest. The illusion disintegrated, floating up into the air as if it were nothing but smoke. The creature roared, lifting its head back as it prepared to strike again.

“Keep it distracted!” Irene shouted over the chaos. Olivier nodded, muttering something under his breath. As the words left his lips, the illusions all turned to face the center of the path, their movements eerily synchronized as they followed Olivier’s instructions.

The creature charged after them, fury radiating from its gaze, and began to swing left and right, desperate to inflict damage.

“Now!” Irene screamed, signaling Emilio. He jumped into action, summoning the embers from his fingertips, until a sphere of fire emanated from his palms. He shot it toward the creature, and Irene held her breath as the fire quickly traveled around its feet, engulfing the monster in a perfect circle of flames.

My turn, Irene thought as she summoned the silver shards into her veins, savoring the feeling of them traveling through her chest and into her fingers. All she had to do was reach forward and cut the creature in half. She just needed a bit more time, a few more seconds to—

An unseen force threw her to the ground, knocking the air from her lungs. Her vision blurred and refocused, the source of the blow coming into view. It was the creature. It had its claws pressed firmly against her shoulders, pinning her to the ground.

Shock coursed through her.

The creature had run straight through the flames, undeterred, and gone after her.

Olivier was running toward her when a set of vines sprouted from the hedge and pulled him backward, lifting him into the air. They wrapped around his body, enveloping him in a cocoon of branches and leaves.

The creature, sensing Irene’s desperation, let out a growl of triumph and sank one of its talons into her lower abdomen.

And that was when Irene felt it.

It wasn’t the familiar dull pressure she had grown accustomed to. No … this was something else entirely. This was pain. Real, excruciating, mind-numbing pain that shot through her stomach and into her nerves.

But that wasn’t possible. That couldn’t—

The creature roared, sinking the talon farther, its hot breath spraying across her face.

Move. Irene heard her mom’s voice whisper in the back of her mind. If you do not move, you will not survive.

Anger surged over the fear. Get out of my head, Irene wanted to shout back. You don’t get to tell me what to do anymore. But as the agonizing seconds dragged by, the creature did not budge, and Irene found herself incapable of moving, incapable of reaching into the magic inside her and doing what needed to be done.

This was it.

She wouldn’t make it past the first trial. She’d be the disappointment her mom had so often told her she was.

Irene closed her eyes. And then a guttural scream cut through the air.

Her eyes snapped open, and she saw something she couldn’t quite wrap her head around.

Emilio was charging toward the creature, sword in hand. A broken cry tore from his throat as he brought the edge of the sword down upon the creature’s neck, slicing its head off in one clean swoop.

Irene gasped as the creature’s talon slipped out of her skin, its body collapsing onto the dirt beside her. Its head rolled over to Emilio’s feet. He stood there, bloody sword dangling from his hands, mouth hung open in shock.

Irene pressed her hand against the wound on her stomach. Warm blood spread through her fingers, dampening the hem of her nightgown.

Something wasn’t right. This wasn’t normal.

“Are you okay?” Emilio’s voice trembled as he spoke.

“I’m—I’m fine.” Irene cleared her throat. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Olivier’s voice cut through the silence.

“Uh—though I am thrilled neither one of you is harmed, I would absolutely love it if somebody could cut me down from this thing.”

Irene lifted a shaking hand, summoning the magic inside her, and sliced through the canopy of branches.

Olivier dropped to the ground and scrambled to his feet. “Well, that was exciting.”

Irene let out a throaty chuckle, masking the pain coursing through her limbs. Tell them, a voice in the back of her mind whispered urgently. Tell them what you felt. But something kept the words lodged in her throat. A resistance. A desperation to conceal her weaknesses, even if it was at the expense of others.

Olivier’s eyes landed on Emilio. “Where on earth did you get a sword?”

“I found it.” Emilio gestured toward the hedge. “I think the maze … gave it to me.”

“Well, that was awfully convenient.”

“I just kept thinking how helpful it would be if I had a weapon,” Emilio mumbled, seemingly still in a daze. “It’s like it heard my thoughts.”

Irene glared at the hedge. “Maybe it did.”

The maze might have helped Emilio, but she still didn’t trust it. She was convinced that nothing good ever came without a price, and she wasn’t inclined to stick around to find out what the maze wanted in return.

She pushed herself onto her feet. “We should keep moving.”

“I say we go left.” Olivier grabbed Emilio by the arm and walked forward.

Irene turned away from them. “I’m going right.”

Emilio glanced up. “You’re—you’re not coming with us?”

He seemed genuinely wounded, his brows lifted in surprise. And for a brief and horrifying moment, Irene couldn’t help but feel a sting of regret.

“No.” She shook her head. “I’d rather be alone.”

Olivier scoffed. “Are you serious? I was almost strangled by a plant and you were almost eaten by a troll and now you want to risk the rest of the trial on your own?”

“This isn’t a team sport.”

“Christ, Irene.” He shook his head, disappointment burning in his eyes. “It won’t kill you to trust people.”

“You’re wrong,” she muttered.

“Irene—”

“I want to believe you’re right.” The words poured out of her as she staggered backward, distancing herself from them. She couldn’t stand to see the earnestness in their eyes, to hear the concern in their voices. “I want to believe that people are worth trusting. But you’re wrong. Trust will destroy you.”

Emilio had stepped forward, as though he was about to speak, when a cacophony of noise rattled farther down the path, cutting him off. The three of them glanced up in unison and watched as two figures sprinted toward them.

Georgia Lynn and Carter Rowland. The nominees from Fiddle House. At first all Irene saw was Georgia’s distinctive bright blue hair. It was pulled back into a ponytail, sweat clinging to her pale skin. Next to her was Carter. It was easy to tell it was him even from a distance by the tattoos covering every inch of his skin. The two of them were infamous among the students—notorious rule-breakers. But their nomination wasn’t all that surprising. Despite their penchant for testing the Housemasters’ limits, it was well-known that Georgia and Carter had two of the highest rankings when it came to reaping assignments in the Ether.

They were practically legends.

As Irene’s vision refocused, she noticed that the pair of them were yelling something, though it was hard to hear, their voices muffled by the wind. It was only when Irene spotted the thick black plumes of smoke rising like a charcoal wave behind them that their voices became clear.

“RUN!”

The word echoed deep in Irene’s chest as her feet hit the ground. She sprinted in the opposite direction, clutching her bleeding wound, as chaos erupted at her back. Behind her Georgia screamed, the sound sending a flurry of goose bumps down Irene’s arms.

Unable to resist, Irene glanced over her shoulder.

Emilio and Olivier were running a few paces behind, hands clasped together. Farther back, Carter had tripped over a tangled root and was scrambling to get back onto his feet. Pausing beside him, Georgia reached down, trying to pull him to safety as the smoke slithered, impossibly fast, toward them. Only a few more seconds and it would overwhelm them both.

Help them, whispered a terrible voice in the back of Irene’s mind.

But she couldn’t. There was no time to worry. No time to go back. Irene just had to keep running. She reached the fork in the maze and veered left, eyes fixed forward. Olivier and Emilio had passed her while she’d been turned around—she wasn’t sure which way they’d run, but it didn’t matter.

She just needed to keep moving.

To save herself.

To—

Irene tripped, her body flying to the ground, and smacked her head against something sharp and hard.

The last thing she heard before passing out was the sound of somebody screaming.
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WREN

The hedge spat Wren out without warning. Her body hit the ground, hands landing palms down on the dirt. Behind her, the vines slithered away, retreating into the hedge. She gathered herself onto her feet and tried to make sense of where she was.

It was definitely the same maze, but Masika and Liza were nowhere to be seen. She couldn’t even hear them. Just an eerie silence blanketing the air and the rustle of the leaves against the wind.

For a second, Wren found herself rooted to the ground, unsure what to do next.

But then Masika’s words echoed in her mind: We keep moving.

She was right. There was no time to panic. She just had to keep moving.

Wren continued forward. The farther she ventured into the maze, the deeper the darkness around her grew, the silver glow of Blackwood fading as the twisted branches thickened above her, morphing into a canopy of prickly vines and rotten twigs.

With nothing but the eerie silence of the hedges to accompany her, Wren found the reality of the situation dawning on her.

This is the Decennial.

Despite the anger she felt over Silas’ concealing the truth from her, she supposed his promise to nominate her hadn’t entirely been a lie. She had been nominated. Technically speaking. He’d just happened to leave out the fact that there would be others this time around.

The timing of it all felt awfully convenient, and Wren couldn’t shake the feeling that the change in the Decennial was somehow related to Louise’s strange arrival. But she couldn’t focus on that now, not when there were more important things to deal with.

Not when she needed to win.

She had taken a right turn when she saw a shadow shift in front of her. She summoned a sphere of light, illuminating the figure standing a few yards away.

It was August.

But something was … different. He stared blankly at her, as if he couldn’t see her, his hands frozen by his side.

“August?” Wren’s voice wavered as she called out to him.

He blinked, and his eyes morphed from their usual ice-cold gray into a startling blood-red.

Wren gasped, stumbling backward. It must be some sort of illusion. Some sort of trick—

August tilted his head. It was a sharp and sudden movement, far too rigid to appear human-like. And then his mouth curled into a terrifying grin, revealing a set of black, rotten teeth.

No.

This thing, this replica, wasn’t August.

Blood oozed out of its mouth, dark violet streams dripping onto its chin. The replica that looked like August took a single step forward, and then another, that vile, crooked smile still plastered on its face.

The hedge next to her shivered, and then a single dagger slithered out, rolling onto the dirt. Surprised, Wren blinked at it. Swirling patterns had been engraved in the emerald hilt of the dagger, the silver blade sharpened to a fine point. She scrambled to pick it up, her hands slick with sweat, and pointed it toward the replica.

“Stay back.” Wren summoned flames, guiding them toward the tip of the dagger, coating its sharp blade in fiery embers.

“There’s no need for that,” the replica practically purred, stepping closer. “I’m just here to talk.”

Wren spun the dagger in her hands, the flames lashing the replica across the shoulder. Its skin sizzled, burning away to reveal ligaments and bone. But the replica barely flinched, merely looking down at the wound with a coy smile.

“Well …” It glanced up at her in amusement. “That wasn’t very nice.”

Wren blew a strand of hair away from her face. “Well … who said I play nice?”

She lunged forward, attempting to jam the blade into the replica’s chest, but it stepped out of the way at the last moment, its movement so fast she barely registered it. Wren swallowed her terror as she spun the dagger between her hands, readying her stance, turning to face the replica once more.

“Enough dancing,” Wren sneered. “Fight me.”

The replica merely laughed. “As amusing as that thought is … I’m afraid I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t play nice either.”

The replica snapped its fingers, and it was like all the air had been sucked out of Wren’s lungs.

She couldn’t breathe.

Her fingers clawed at her throat, desperate for air, desperate for anything. She collapsed onto her knees, wheezing helplessly, choking on the emptiness filling her lungs. Above her, the replica continued to smile.

“Wren Loughty.” Its voice suddenly morphed, no longer taking on that graveled rasp she knew so well. Whoever’s voice this was … it was no longer August. “You aren’t exactly what I had been expecting.”

Confusion clouded Wren’s mind as she continued to suffocate, tears welling in her eyes.

The replica’s smile only widened. “Oh, come now. There’s no need for tears. You might not realize it, but I’m here to free you. To save you.” It leaned in closer, red eyes locked on her. “Don’t you want to be free from your guilt? The accident haunts you. It plagues your dreams. I can free you from that. I can help you finally let go.”

Terror unfurled its claws in her chest.

The accident.

How? Wren wanted to ask, but her voice was trapped. She could barely see anymore, her vision blurring.

The replica laughed, as though it had heard her question. “I know everything.”

Just as Wren was certain she was seconds away from passing out, the replica let out a sudden gasp, its jaw going slack and eyes widening. Wren glanced up to find the tip of the silver dagger protruding from the replica’s chest, the gleaming blade coated in dark, violet blood.

And then the replica vanished, as if it had been nothing but smoke and ash. The invisible force tightening around Wren’s neck loosened its grip and she heaved in a choked gasp. A tense moment of silence flooded her ears as she steadied her breathing, inhaling the air around her greedily.

A twig snapped in front of her, and her head shot up.

Standing where the replica of August had been only seconds earlier was … August.

Streaks of violet blood stained his white shirt, some of it even splashed across his cheekbones. He had a venomous look in his eyes, a wolfish gleam that made Wren’s throat constrict again. His chest rose and fell with ragged breaths, his grip on the dagger so tight that his knuckles were bleached white.

“Loughty?” His voice cracked as he spoke her name.

He took a step forward, reaching out toward her, but she cowered backward, scrambling away from him.

Confusion twisted his features. “It’s … me.”

“I don’t—” Wren shook her head. She felt like she was going crazy, her sanity splintering at the edges. “I can’t be sure. How do I know it’s really you?”

August considered her words, fingers flexing by his side. For a few seconds, he said nothing, and then he simply shrugged and said, “I suppose you’ll have to trust me. Though you’ve never been very good about that.”

Relief washed over her, warmth pooling into her chest. Of course it’s him. A part of Wren knew she would always recognize August. No matter where they were, no matter how much time had passed. In this life and the next.

Wren cleared her throat.

“Good timing.”

August’s expression softened a fraction, the concern dissipating from his face. “I turned the corner and saw that … thing.” He spat the last word out and rubbed a damp curl away from his face. “Figured you could use the help.”

Wren eyed the dagger in his hand. “The maze gave that to me. I don’t get it. One moment it’s helping me, and the next it’s doing everything in its power to make sure I’m eliminated.” She snorted and looked up at him. “Kind of like you.”

He rolled his eyes. “I think the words you’re looking for are thank you.”

“Right.” She fought the unwelcome flush burning against her cheeks. “Thanks.”

She wanted to ask him how much of her conversation with the replica he had heard, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask. And before she could muster up the courage, the hedge next to them suddenly began to move, shifting until an opening appeared before them. On the other side was a new path. Unlike the rest of the maze, this path was lined with bronze streetlamps, the ground filled with lush grass and dotted with tulips.

“Well …” Wren peered through the opening. “That’s new.”

Next to her, August sighed.

“Shall we keep going?”

Wren hesitated before snatching the dagger from his hand.

“Like we have a choice.”
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MASIKA

She was lost. The minutes bled into hours, and all Masika could do was replay the moment the maze swallowed up Wren, her body engulfed by the ravenous greenery. Masika should have done something. Gone after her.

But she had only stood back and watched.

She did her best not to dwell on it. Wren was smart and fast, and if anybody could get themselves out of a situation like that … it was her.

Or maybe that was just Masika’s way of convincing herself that Wren was okay.

It didn’t matter.

She couldn’t go back in time.

If she panicked, if she let herself succumb to the anxiety … there was no telling what would happen. She needed to remain focused. Clearheaded. Her sanity was her ticket back to Blackwood.

Especially considering what was lurking inside the maze.

A few minutes after Masika had first awoken in the maze, she had thought she’d heard Irene’s voice calling out to her. She’d followed the sound of it before coming to a halt at a dead end.

Irene had been standing there.

Except it hadn’t been Irene—not really. This version of Irene had black teeth and eyes so red they appeared to be glowing. Her skin had been a sickly white, with bulbous veins snaking up her neck.

She’d called Masika horrible names. Said things Masika had always secretly feared Irene thought about her. Useless. Broken. Pathetic. And though Masika had been tempted to stick around, to get closer, an innate part of her knew it must be some sort of trick. And before she could change her mind, she’d sprinted away from the terrifying replica of Irene, not daring to glance back.

Whatever it was … it hadn’t followed her.

And Masika had no intention of finding it again.

She picked up her pace and let out a breath of determination, swallowing down any lingering anxiety. But the farther she walked, the more her mind began to wander, faded memories trickling in, with one in particular lingering in the forefront.

“Do you always read like that, my little dove?” Catherine hovered over her with a teasing smile.

Masika hadn’t even realized her strange position. She was lying on a chair with her legs propped up against the backrest, head lolling backward, a copy of Elementary Transmutation Spells tucked between her hands.

“I find it helps me concentrate,” she replied coyly.

Catherine sat down on the floor next to her. “Masika Sallow … have I mentioned that I find you positively fascinating?”

Masika closed the book and sat up, facing her.

“Catherine Clarke … have I mentioned that I want to kiss you?”

That night had been their first kiss. Masika could remember it vividly. Every small detail. Every perfect moment. Unfortunately, that also meant she could remember everything that came afterward.

The gaping rift that pushed them away from one another.

The slow descent into madness.

The last night she ever saw Catherine.

The window was open. It was the first thing Masika noticed upon entering the room. A single candle was lit on the nightstand, the amber flame dancing in the breeze.

“Catherine?”

A heavy sense of unease sank into her heart. Somehow, she knew something was wrong.

Catherine’s closet door had been left propped ajar. Masika pushed it open with a shaking hand, only to stagger backward when she saw what was inside. Dozens of papers had been taped to the walls of the closet … journal entries marked with blood. None of it made sense. Ramblings with no beginning and no end.

But there was one message, one repeating phrase, that stuck out among the rest.

The Soulless One will set you free.

Masika was pulled out of the memory by a sound in the distance. At first, she thought it might be the wind. The maze playing tricks on her.

But then it dawned on her. This wasn’t just a noise—it was a voice.

Logically, she knew it could be one of the other nominees nearby, but something about the voice sounded strange, as though it were somehow all around her, above her and below her.

She came to an abrupt halt when she realized she recognized the voice.

“Masika …”

It was impossible. A trick. A sadistic illusion put in place to confuse her. But still, she held her breath, listening intently.

The voice echoed once more.

“Masika …” It sounded just like her. “Come find me, my little dove …”

Something shifted in the shadows up ahead. Masika squinted, determined to get a better look, and that was when she saw her.

Tawny hair falling in loose waves. Soft thighs and a heart-shaped face. A smile made from the sun itself.

“Catherine.”

Masika started running, nearly tripping over herself as she scrambled to keep up with the illusion of Catherine. It had to be an illusion. It couldn’t possibly be her. But even with that knowledge, she couldn’t help but check. Even if it was just one glance.

One more opportunity to see her.

But when she turned the corner, Masika skidded to a halt.

What she saw at the end of the path snapped her back into reality.

Hunched over a body was the same creature from before. White, leathery skin covered its long, crooked limbs. Blood dripped out of its mouth, coating its chin. Its claws ripped apart flesh. Masika heard, clearly, the snap of ligaments being torn. Bones crunching under sharp claws.

A familiar face leached of color.

The first time Masika met Nick Aronson, it had been between classes. He was a quiet and unassuming boy with beady topaz eyes that glanced around nervously and soft cheeks tinged with a rosy hue.

The last time she’d seen him had been earlier the previous morning when she’d been speaking to Liza.

He’d been standing there, waving her over, a bright smile on his face.

Masika blinked, and the image of a fresh-eyed Nick evaporated like morning dew, replaced by the scene unfolding in front of her.

The creature had plunged its talons into Nick’s chest and carved a gaping hole, splitting his torso into mangled ribbons.

Beneath the creature’s grasp, Nick screamed. It wasn’t a scream of terror or helplessness.

It was a bloodcurdling scream.

His eyes met hers in a paralyzing moment.

Masika held her breath and stepped closer, prepared to fight. She lifted her hand, summoning the magic inside her, but something in Nick’s expression made her freeze with her hand lifted to the sky. He wasn’t asking her for help. He wasn’t silently begging her to intervene and save him.

His eyes were screaming for her to run. To leave him.

“Please,” he whispered.

Before Masika could wrap her head around what he was telling her to do, what he was asking of her, Nick’s body began to evaporate into tiny particles, his face coming apart like melted wax. The particles that had once been Nick hovered in the air, drifting in a circular pattern, before vanishing completely.

He was gone.

Masika lifted her hands to stifle the gasp of terror that ripped from her throat.

But it was too late.

Whatever noise she’d made was loud enough to catch the attention of the creature. Its head snapped toward her, red eyes glowing in the darkness.

This time, though—Masika was ready to fight.

She let out a scream as she stretched her hand toward the creature and released a supersonic wave of pressure that sent it flying into the air and colliding with the hedge behind it. As the creature fought to right itself, Masika used the opportunity to summon a surge of corporeal magic into her veins, silver shards bursting from her fingertips.

She reached her hand out, fury guiding her movements, and snapped the creature in half.

The exhaustion was immediate—the cost of her magic weighing her down, pushing her onto her knees. When she glanced up through her sweat-slicked hair, she saw that the creature’s torso had been severed in half, its blood-red eyes drained to empty white saucers.

But there was no time to revel in her victory.

In that same moment, the hedge next to her shifted, forming an opening that revealed a new path—one paved with red bricks and filled with opalescent butterflies. And though she wasn’t entirely sure where it led, she lifted herself onto her feet and crossed through, hoping and praying that whatever was waiting for her on the other side was better than what she’d just left behind.
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EMILIO

Emilio wasn’t meant to be the hero. He wasn’t one for grand adventures and daring escapes. He enjoyed simple things—a cup of coffee in the morning and a stroll in the afternoon. He liked routine. The simplicity of an easy life.

The one time he’d allowed himself to deviate from this routine, he’d ended up dead. Which meant that Emilio now not only detested danger, but had an aversion to it. He would do whatever it would take to stay within the safe bubble of his world full of old books and warm candles. Full of evenings spent lost within the dark shadows of the Library.

So—how the hell he’d ended up thrown into a monster-riddled maze was beyond him.

“We have to keep moving.” Olivier walked forward, face set in determination. The area of the maze they’d wandered into was quiet, the hedges rising up around them. Emilio had no idea where they were—or where to go next. “I think we outran the smoke, but there’s no telling how far away it is,” Olivier continued. “If we keep moving, maybe we can stay ahead of it.”

Emilio planted his feet firmly on the ground. “No. I don’t—wait.”

Olivier stumbled to a halt.

“What is it?”

“I just—” Emilio shook his head, attempting to steady his breathing. “I need a second.”

The smoke had come out of nowhere. Even while he had been running from it in his panicked state, Emilio had been able to see how destructive it truly was, devouring everything in its path, scorching the ground until there was nothing left but ash. They’d outpaced Irene, losing sight of her seconds after they started running, but judging by the fact that they had yet to stumble upon her, Emilio assumed she’d gone left. Georgia and Carter hadn’t reappeared either, and Emilio hoped that whatever way they’d turned, they’d managed to escape unscathed. As they’d run, the smoke had gradually dissipated, until the towering wave had become nothing but a small cloud that vanished into thin air, fading into the maze behind them.

Emilio’s teeth chattered as he wrapped his arms around his chest, willing his body to cooperate. Of course. Now Olivier was going to know just how weak and pathetic he was. Just how painfully useless.

“Emilio.” Olivier stepped closer. “Are you all right?”

“I’m … I’m fine.” Emilio winced at the sound of his own voice. He sounded the furthest thing from it.

Olivier sighed and closed the space between them.

“Listen. I’m not going to let anything happen to you. You know that, right?”

Emilio scratched the back of his neck. “Easier said than done …”

Olivier stared at him intently. There was a tense silence. And then, before Emilio could even attempt to brace himself, Olivier cupped his face with both hands. “Emilio Córdova,” he said slowly. “I give you my solemn vow that I will not let anyone harm even a single hair on that beautiful head of yours. Understood?”

Emilio’s knees threatened to buckle beneath him, but he kept his composure.

“Understood.”

Olivier nodded, satisfied, and dropped his hands to his sides.

“Now … this is merely a trial. Which means there has to be a way to solve it. An exit we aren’t seeing.”

“I don’t think it’s going to be as simple as finding an exit.” Emilio ran a hand anxiously through his hair. “Something tells me finding the way out of this maze doesn’t have to do with the direction we walk in.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know.” Emilio shivered as a cold breeze blanketed his skin in goose bumps. “I just have this feeling that we’re missing something. That it isn’t as simple as walking around and finding an exit.”

A sudden commotion stole their attention—a loud shriek followed by thrashing noises, like the sound of a struggle. Emilio startled, head whipping around as he attempted to locate the source of the noise. When his eyes landed on Olivier, they shared a fleeting look, a brief moment of hesitation, and then they were off.

The farther they ran, the louder the noise became. It seemed to be coming from somewhere to the left of them, perhaps on the other side of the hedge. When they rounded the corner, one voice became clear.

“Stay back”—a grunt of exertion—“you heinous bitch.”

Emilio recognized that voice.

“Josie,” he whispered.

“You know her?” Olivier asked incredulously.

Emilio nodded. “Jocelyn Foster. We have a few classes together.”

A second voice echoed over the chaos.

“—don’t provoke them, Josie!”

Olivier’s head snapped up. “That’s Tristan.”

“We have to help them.”

“We should …” Olivier let out a nervous chuckle. “Or we could just keep moving.”

Emilio blanched. “You can’t be serious.”

“This is a competition, Emilio. People are going to be eliminated.”

Olivier was right. Emilio knew that if he had any hope of crossing over to the Other Side, he needed to win. And if there was any chance of him somehow coming out on top, then he would have to set aside his empathy, no matter how difficult.

But then Josie let out a scream. A terrible, agonized scream. The two of them weren’t close by any means, but Josie had always been cordial to him. When Emilio had first arrived at Blackwood, she had gone out of her way to help him acclimate to his classes, offering to give him a copy of her notes. It was a small act of kindness—but even that was rare in the afterlife.

He shook his head. “Olivier. I can’t. I can’t just leave them.”

“Christ …” Olivier cursed under his breath, the ghost of a smile lifting onto his lips. “You are too good for this world … you know that, right?”

“Debatable.”

“Come on, then.” Olivier picked up his pace. “Let’s go do something stupid.”

They took two more left turns, following the commotion, until they finally found the source.

“What on earth—”

Olivier made a strange choking sound, as though his words had been sucked right out of his throat.

Emilio skidded to a halt. He almost stumbled forward, but Olivier reached out and grabbed him by the wrist, pulling him back. It took him a second to fully comprehend what they were looking at.

Josie and Tristan stood back to back, each of them facing an exact replica of themselves.

It was uncanny. The replicas were nearly identical to their counterparts, though they seemed to lack any semblance of humanity. There was something otherworldly about them, a quality that sent a shiver down Emilio’s spine.

But there was one more detail that concerned him.

They each held a sword in their hands.

The moment they stumbled upon the scene, Tristan—the real Tristan—craned his neck and met Emilio’s eye. He was covered in dirt and grime, his dark brown skin dotted with droplets of sweat.

“Olivier.” Somehow, despite their current situation, Tristan managed to break out in the most brilliant smile Emilio had ever seen. It was no wonder nearly half the student body wanted to either be him, or be with him.

Olivier let out a nervous chuckle. “Tristan, dear … seems you’ve found yourself in quite the predicament.”

Next to him, Josie attempted to kick her replica with the tip of her Mary Janes, though the replica swiftly dodged the attack before she could make contact, as though it had read her mind and anticipated the blow. Her dirty-blond hair was stained with dried blood, the sleeves of her navy sweater rolled up, revealing the tattoo of a compass inked on her wrist.

“These bastards have been circling us for nearly an hour!” Josie snarled. Though she was smaller than the rest of them, Emilio was certain that if anyone was capable of inflicting devastating damage with their bare hands, it would be her.

“Magic doesn’t work on them,” Tristan added through gritted teeth. “So don’t bother. I already tried blowing them to pieces.”

“Have you tried … speaking to them?” Olivier offered.

Josie let out a bark of laughter. “You can try, but it’s pointless. They’re dumber than a bag of bricks.”

“Um … pardon me.” Olivier addressed the replicas with a nervous smile. “There wouldn’t be a chance we could simply talk this through? Have a civilized conversation?”

The replicas kept their eyes on Tristan and Josie, unflinching.

“I told you,” Josie sneered.

Emilio’s eyes snagged on the swords glinting in the replicas’ hands. He swallowed, revealing his own sword, which he had kept tucked behind his back.

“Maybe … maybe you need this to defeat them?” he offered warily.

As soon as the words left his lips, the replicas turned to face him with eerie precision. It was like they had completely forgotten about Josie and Tristan, focusing their attention solely on Emilio. The replicas stepped toward him—one rigid footfall after the other. They showed no sign of stopping, edging closer and closer to Emilio, each of them wearing a sickening grin.

Olivier cursed and stumbled backward. “I’m going to take that as a yes.”

“What—” Emilio braced himself, pointing the sword toward the replicas. “Am I supposed to fight them?”

But then something strange happened. The replicas began to shift closer, their limbs fusing together, until the two replicas became one.

And then the replica’s features morphed.

Green eyes. Blond hair. Crooked smile.

No.

“Hello, my love.”

It wore Olivier’s face. That beautiful yet infuriating face. Emilio had to restrain himself from dropping the sword, summoning all the courage inside him to keep his eyes locked on the replica.

“Well, that is horrifying,” muttered the real Olivier. “And utterly unfair. It got my hair completely wrong.”

The replica dragged the edge of its sword against the dirt, head tilted. “My poor little Emilio … always so scared.”

Truthfully—Emilio wanted to cry. He wanted to fall to the ground and curl up into a ball and close his eyes until this entire nightmare was over. But he couldn’t. So he braced himself, raising the sword high above his head.

The replica swung first.

Emilio lifted his own sword, blocking the blow. It rattled all the way down his arm, seizing his body in a vicious wave. The replica was stronger, not to mention the same height as Olivier, but Emilio had something equally valuable.

Desperation.

He parried a series of blows, ducking his head when the blade sliced over the air above him. The replica of Olivier seemed to be enjoying itself, baring its rotten teeth and smiling in delight.

“You think you can beat me?” it purred, twirling the sword in its hand. “You are weak. A waste. And he knows that.” It gestured to the real Olivier, who flinched at the accusation. “He sees right through you. You think the attention he gives you is genuine? That it’s anything more than pity?”

“Emilio.” Olivier’s voice echoed behind him. “Don’t listen to it.”

“He doesn’t care for you,” the replica went on, pointing the tip of the blade toward Emilio. “He’s bored. You’re nothing but a project. A way to pass the time. You know, deep down, that he wouldn’t have given you a second thought when you were alive.”

An arrow of shame struck Emilio’s chest as he listened to the replica’s words.

“You want to know something?” Emilio swung his blade. They traded a series of blows, metal gleaming in the darkness. “Despite what you might think … you can’t hurt me. Your words are empty. Meaningless.” He spoke through labored breaths, each word strained under the weight of exhaustion. “You will never be able to hurt me, because you could never say anything that’s worse than what I already think about myself.”

The replica growled.

“You are pathetic.”

Emilio swung his sword just as the replica brought its own down, their blades coming together in a clash of steel.

“And you … are … not … real.” Emilio emphasized the last word by shoving the replica with all the force he could muster. It staggered backward, nearly dropping the sword to the ground, stunned.

Using the split second of shock to his advantage, Emilio charged forward and plunged his blade straight into the replica’s stomach. A gurgled gasp of disbelief slipped from the replica’s lips.

Emilio looked into its eyes. Olivier’s eyes.

And then it vanished.

Emilio stood there for a moment, chest rising and falling with every labored breath. He was vaguely aware of the others looming around him, but he couldn’t bring himself to move.

“Emilio …” Olivier’s voice was barely a whisper. He placed a tentative hand on his shoulder. Emilio wanted nothing more than to lean closer. To fall into Olivier’s arms and let himself be held.

But he couldn’t.

Not now. Not after that.

So he swallowed the knot in his throat and turned to face Olivier, careful to keep his voice calm and level.

“We … we should keep moving.” Emilio looked between Josie and Tristan. “If it’s all right with you two, I think it’s probably best if we stick together.”

Josie gave a frantic nod of approval. “Of course it’s all right. You’re mad if you think I want to brave the rest of this maze on my own.”

Just as the words left Josie’s lips, the hedge in front of them split open, revealing a wider path lined with golden roses. There was a stark difference between where they stood and what waited for them on the other side—an iridescent sheen sparkling in the air.

“This must be the way out,” Tristan whispered.

The four of them exchanged a hopeful look. Emilio and Olivier approached the opening first, tentatively glancing through the hedge. It appeared safe—no surprise illusions or terrifying monsters lurking on the other side.

“We did it. We actually did it!” Josie giggled in relief. “Honestly, I was beginning to think we were never going to find our way out of this bloody—”

Her voice abruptly cut off, snipped like a thread. One second Josie was there, standing in front of them, and the next she was being thrown to the ground, violently pulled backward by a vine wrapped around her torso. Her bloodcurdling scream shot through the night as she clawed helplessly at the dirt. Tristan dove toward her without hesitation, grabbing hold of her wrist.

“Josie!”

Emilio had taken a single step toward them, prepared to help, when a sudden gust of wind threw him and Olivier backward, sending them straight through the opening in the hedge. They landed on the new path with a dizzying crash. Emilio’s vision refocused. He could still see Josie and Tristan on the other side of the hedge. But before he could even think about diving through the opening to help them, the vines began to move, sealing it shut.

And then … nothing. He couldn’t hear them. He couldn’t see them. “We have to go back—” Emilio cursed under his breath as he tried to pry the hedge apart, frantically pulling at the leaves and branches.

Olivier’s voice echoed behind him.

“Emilio—”

“I know what you’re going to say, but I don’t care. We have to help them. We have to—”

“Emilio.”

“What?” He spun to face Olivier, stumbling when he saw what the other boy was looking at.

An archway made of stone and vines with a double set of wooden doors had appeared before them. Etched into the stone were the words BLACKWOOD ACADEMY, along with the school emblem gleaming in gold.

They had made it.
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IRENE

Irene was no stranger to pain. It had been her constant companion in life, leaking into her veins in a steady and unrelenting stream. She’d had her hefty dose of emotional pain growing up. By the time she turned eighteen, her mom had broken her heart more times than she could count. With the emotional pain came the physical pain. Not directly from her mom, but a by-product of the life she had given Irene. Five broken bones. A couple of black eyes. More stitches than she could count.

When Irene first fell into Blackwood, she had reveled in her new life devoid of pain. She thrived on it. No more acute sting. No more throbbing dull ache. She was free of it. Free to live her life without the constant looming threat of pain at her doorstep.

So when her eyelids fluttered open and she regained consciousness back in the maze, the first thing she felt was fear. Not because she had passed out or because she was lost. Not even because of the terrifying creature that had tried to attack her or the destructive smoke she had been running from.

It was the pain. She felt it everywhere. Her head throbbed, shooting straight through her eyes and into her skull. The gaping hole in her abdomen ignited a current of pain up and down her stomach.

Something had changed inside her.

Someone had turned on the goddamn switch.

Irene pushed herself onto her feet. She inhaled a steadying breath, applying pressure on the wound at her torso. And then, despite the terror she was feeling, she did the one thing that seemed impossible to do.

She kept moving.

As the minutes dragged by, the only sounds she heard were the cadence of her own breathing and the rustle of the wind. A few times, she thought she heard one of the others nearby, the fluttering sound of a familiar voice drifting through the breeze, but it was gone as quickly as it had come, fading into the night.

She was considering resting for a moment when something sharp nicked her arm. She glanced down, noticing a tiny cut on the side of her elbow.

She took a tentative step forward and—

Slice.

Another cut. Irene jumped, turning to her left, and spotted a tendril covered in thorns slithering back into the hedge.

“Playing games?” Irene muttered, feeling a bit foolish for talking to a plant. “Good. I love games.”

She summoned a fireball into her palm and tossed it straight toward the hedge, scorching the plant with fiery embers. She smiled in satisfaction as she watched the leaves burn to a crisp, reduced to nothing but ash.

Then, almost instantaneously, ten sharp branches sprouted from the hedge, all aimed directly toward her.

She froze for a moment, considering her options, until her mom’s voice echoed in the back of her head, shouting the only viable solution like a blaring alarm.

Run.

So she did.

Irene ran and ran, ducking under pointed ivy and dodging spiked thorns attempting to wrap themselves around her arms.

She sliced through the angry branches obstructing her path, cutting through them with blinding shards of silver light.

But the maze was relentless in its pursuit of revenge.

Right when her body was moments away from giving up, when she was considering letting the maze take her, she spotted something glimmering on the horizon.

At the end of the path, tucked behind shadows, was an archway.

Hope surged through her veins as she picked up her pace. The maze must have sensed her and doubled down on its attacks, shooting out sharp vines covered in thorns at a blinding and dizzying speed. Irene could barely see through the mess of leaves and ivy in front of her, frantically slicing through them, but she didn’t care. She was only a few paces away. A few more feet.

She knew she had already won.

Irene dove forward, jumping past a pointed vine snaking toward her ankle, and stumbled through the archway. She landed on her hands and knees, the arch sealing itself behind her with an ominous thud.

For a moment—everything stilled.

Silence pierced the air. No more hedges. No more dirt. The space around her was dimly lit, the warm flicker of candlelight casting shadows upon the walls. It took her a second to realize where she was, mainly because of how different it looked.

It was Bonestrod, but the main hall had been transformed—the wooden floors were now a crisp white marble, an emerald-hued rug splitting the floor in half. The narrow spiral staircase leading up to the second floor had been replaced by a wide set of stairs with dark wooden railings that traveled up the steps and surrounded a balcony. A chandelier made of bone and crystal dangled precariously above her.

But the main thing was how sweet the air smelled. Almost sickly. Like morsels of sugar were floating in the air.

“Ms. Bamford.” Headmaster Silas’s booming voice echoed above her. “What a remarkable entrance. Though I suppose I shouldn’t be all that surprised. You’ve always had a flair for the dramatic.”

Irene’s eyes snapped up to find Silas standing at the balcony, gloved hands clasped over the railing.

“That’s fairly ironic, coming from the man who decided it would be a good idea to kidnap a bunch of students and throw them into a monster-infested maze.”

Silas chuckled. “Fair enough.” He beckoned her forward. “Come upstairs. The others are waiting for you.”

Irene pushed herself onto her feet, wincing as a sharp pain traveled up and down her body. She slowly limped up the marble steps, the sound of her heeled boots echoing throughout the vast hall. She continued to apply pressure to the wound on her stomach, the fabric of her nightgown soaking with blood. When she reached the top of the stairs, she followed the sounds of hushed whispers and the crackle of a fire.

To her right, tucked within a dimly lit study, was a group of familiar faces.

Wren and August stood next to one another, their faces pulled into sullen, almost identical frowns. Emilio and Olivier sat on a burgundy chaise lounge, knees angled toward one another. Masika stood behind them, her arms crossed and mouth pursed. A few others were scattered throughout the room. Jocelyn Foster. Tristan Abbot. Georgia Lynn. Carter Rowland.

Ten total.

Which meant two nominees were missing.

“Thank you for joining us, Ms. Bamford.” Silas leaned against the hearth, hands clasped over the head of his walking stick. “Your fellow contestants here were growing a bit impatient.” Masika’s eyes landed on Irene, traveling down to her stomach.

She let out a small gasp when she noticed the wound. “Irene. You’re hurt.”

“Oh, just a little cut.” Irene grimaced, limping closer. She narrowed her gaze toward Silas. “You’d better explain yourself.”

“I understand the element of pain can take some adjustment. But I assure you, it is simply a part of the Decennial tradition—”

“I think tradition went out the bloody window when you made this a competition,” Josie snapped.

Silas sighed, rubbing his temples. “Yes. You’re right. This Decennial has been … less than ideal. But everything we’re doing, everything we have done, has been for the greater good. To ensure balance within the afterlife.”

“Get to the point,” grumbled Carter.

Silas cleared his throat.

“As some of you might already know … the Demien Order has been growing bolder in their tactics to recruit Blackwood students. We’ve had more close calls the past few months than we’ve had in decades. Ever since … we’ve noticed a disturbance in the Ether. A shift in the balance, if you will.”

“What does this have to do with us?” Olivier asked, exasperated.

“After much discussion, the Council agreed that we needed to create a task force. A defense against our enemies to ensure that we keep Blackwood and its students safe. And though our current group of Ascended are some of the strongest and most brilliant students we’ve ever had … we realized there was something missing. A leader. Someone who could help guide the Ascended and create the ultimate defense against the Demien Order.”

Silas acknowledged the group with a sweeping gesture of his hand.

“And that’s where you all come in.”

“Us?” Emilio asked, voice wavering. The poor boy looked like he was moments away from being sick.

“Well …” Silas smirked. “One of you, at least. You see, we wanted to ensure that whoever we chose was truly the best of the best. There was no room for error. So … in order to guarantee that the student we chose was the right candidate for the job, the Council decided to make the Decennial a competition among the twelve best students Blackwood has to offer.”

“But … what if the winner doesn’t want to join the Ascended?” Emilio asked softly. Irene didn’t miss the way Olivier tensed beside him, his jaw flexing and fingernails digging into the fabric of his pants. “We’re supposed to be given a choice.”

“Of course,” Silas said. “And that choice will still be yours. If the winner decides to cross over to the Other Side, then the honor of becoming a leader within our Ascended will fall upon the runner-up.”

“That doesn’t explain this.” Irene gestured to her wound. “Why aren’t we healing?”

Silas’s eyes roamed over the group with deliberate precision.

“Pain has always been a part of the Decennial trials. Even when we’ve only had one nominee. It was a way to ensure that our chosen champion could perform adequately under pressure. But now, in this competition, the element of pain will be used as a way to eliminate nominees. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, your wounds are no longer healing magically. Which means that if you are injured with what would in life be considered a fatal wound, you will be eliminated and your body will be transported to the infirmary, where some of our Ascended will work to repair your wounds.”

“Is that where Nick and Liza are?” Masika asked. “I … I saw Nick’s body disintegrate—” Her voice caught in her throat, as though she was choking back tears, but she quickly composed herself with a sharp breath.

Silas nodded, solemn. “Nick Aronson and Liza Mendez were unfortunately eliminated. We have transported their bodies to the infirmary, where they will reside for the remainder of the competition. I’m afraid it might take a while, given the … extent … of their injuries.”

“This is sadistic,” muttered Wren under her breath.

Silas sighed. For a moment, he seemed genuinely remorseful. “This is necessary. The balance and safety of the afterlife are of paramount importance. And isn’t this what you all wanted? A chance to be part of something great? An opportunity to break away from the monotony of your routine? To escape the inevitable consequences tied to your duty as reapers of lost souls? I am offering you freedom. Power.”

He was right. And as Irene glanced around the room, taking in the faces of the other students, she knew they were thinking the same thing.

The pain didn’t change anything.

They all still wanted to win.

“Now.” Silas clasped his hands together. “There is the matter of keeping all of this information private.” He snapped his fingers, and a piece of parchment materialized between his hands. A golden sphere of light emanated from the center of the page.

“A soul vow,” whispered Emilio, jaw going slack. “I’ve read about those. They’re binding contracts. If you break the vow … your soul becomes untethered from Blackwood. You can no longer remain on campus … you’re forced to wander the outskirts of purgatory for the rest of existence.”

“It’s for everybody’s safety,” Silas explained, an apologetic smile on his face. He let go of the paper and it levitated in front of him, suspended in midair. He flicked his wrist, and a fountain pen appeared beside the piece of parchment. “In the weeks that follow, I must ensure that this information stays between us. I cannot have the other students knowing that the Demien Order currently poses a threat. It would only cause a panic. Disrupt the balance that remains. I must ensure that we keep a level of order.”

“So what exactly are we signing?” Tristan asked, tightening his protective grip on Josie.

“This soul vow will bind you to the Decennial,” Silas explained. “If you sign, you are agreeing to remain silent about any private information you learn throughout the competition and to solidify your cooperation for the remaining trials and festivities.”

Irene let out a disgruntled sigh. “Let’s just get this over with.” She stalked toward the soul vow, ripping the pen out of the air. Her arms and chest surged with magic, golden light trickling up and down her limbs. She signed her name, the words shimmering like speckles of gold. When she was done, the light vanished, her name disappearing with it.

She tossed the pen at Wren. “Go on. Don’t act like you weren’t going to sign it next anyway.”

Wren exchanged an uncertain glance with the others before walking toward the piece of parchment.

She signed her name.

It went on like that for a few minutes. A moment of hesitation. Another name signed.

Emilio was the last to sign his name, and once he did, the soul vow curled into itself and vanished.

“I know this all might take some adjustment,” Silas began, walking across the room. “But you should all be immensely proud of yourselves. You have been chosen for a reason. You each possess a unique quality, something that made you stand out among the rest of your peers. And now you have the chance to cement yourself as a true leader … the one who will save Blackwood from ruin.”

Silence enveloped the group as Silas paused in the doorway, turning to face them. The glow of firelight danced across his features, washing his angular face in amber streams of light.

He smiled—a dazzling and wicked smile.

“Welcome to the Decennial.”






PART IV

INTO THE ETHER
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MASIKA

The whispers followed them everywhere. Every corner. Every winding corridor and crammed classroom. There was no escaping the fame that came with being one of the chosen twelve. It was like a virus, a slithering current seeping into the veins of the student body.

It began almost immediately after the conclusion of the first trial. The remaining contestants had returned to their regular routines and been met with curious stares and prodding questions. Masika had assumed it would die down after the first couple of days, that the other students would eventually get bored of prying, but their curiosity seemed to only grow with each passing hour. She couldn’t even sit in class without the unnerving sensation of a dozen pairs of eyes watching her.

She felt it now, as she attempted to concentrate in her late-afternoon Advanced Elemental Techniques class, that unsettling sensation that she was being monitored, every gesture and every facial expression closely examined by her peers.

Beside her sat Georgia and Carter. She didn’t usually gravitate toward them, but recent events had brought the remaining nominees together in a way that defied the usual status quo of Blackwood.

Housemaster Marigold had instructed the class to each separately read a passage from Advanced Fire Shifting and Conflagration Essentials. However, Masika found it impossible to concentrate on anything other than the incessant whispers echoing around her. The voices pounded against her skull, a dull ache blossoming at her temples.

When it became clear that the cloud of gossip showed no signs of dissipating, she let out a disgruntled sigh and shut her textbook. “I give up. I’ve read the same sentence thirty different times.”

Georgia scribbled something in the margin of her copy. “I find that constantly screaming in my head helps tune them out.”

“Healthy.”

“I actually don’t mind it.” Carter propped his dress shoes up on the desk, comfortably lounging back in his chair. “Personally, I find the attention to be rather invigorating.”

“That’s because you’re an attention whore,” Georgia teased.

He shrugged. “I prefer the term attention aficionado.”

“I signed autographs today,” muttered Georgia with a grimace. “Autographs.”

Masika groaned. “You’re kidding.”

“Oh, it’s not all bad.” Carter stretched his arms out and winked at a group of girls seated a few rows down. They giggled behind their hands and quickly turned back to their textbooks.

Masika rolled her eyes. “This is absurd. We’re not celebrities.”

Carter leaned his head back into his hands.

“Sure feels like we are.”

“Ignore him,” Georgia said. “He can’t help himself. I’m afraid he loses all of his brain cells the moment a pretty girl looks in his direction.”

As if on cue, Carter blew a kiss to one particularly pretty blonde who couldn’t tear her eyes away from him. She flushed and hid her smile behind her textbook, turning to her friends, who erupted into a fit of giggles.

“It’s not my fault they love me.”

Georgia frowned. “You are unbearable.”

He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and lovingly batted his eyes. “And you adore me for it.”

Masika couldn’t quite pinpoint their dynamic. It appeared to be solely platonic, though it seemed deeper than a simple friendship. And then she noticed something. Despite their differing physical characteristics, they shared the same toothy grin. The same pronounced dimple on their left cheek. The same birthmark on their neck. The same—

“Wait.” Masika leaned in closer. “Are you two … are you related?”

The pair instantly froze, Georgia’s pencil clattering onto the table. They shared a knowing look, an unspoken exchange stretching out between them. And then Georgia turned to Masika, dipping her voice down low.

“Twins,” she admitted in a whisper. “Fraternal, obviously.”

Masika gaped in disbelief. “But I thought your last name was Lynn?”

“That’s my middle name.”

“How have I not heard about this before?” Masika asked, bewildered.

“We try to keep it quiet,” Carter explained in a whisper, leaning in closer. “When we first arrived, it caused a bit of a stir. It’s happened before … twins crossing at the same time. But it’s rare.”

“It’s not a complete secret, though,” Georgia added. “A few of our close friends know.”

“And … me,” Masika added.

Georgia smiled. “Right. And now … you.”

It felt odd, harboring a secret she normally wouldn’t have deserved to know. But she supposed the Decennial had changed more than just their pain receptors. It had completely shifted the dynamic among the contestants. They were connected. Bonded by something beyond their comprehension.

“Any ideas what the second trial will be?” asked Carter, leaning his elbows against the table.

Masika shook her head. “None. You?”

“I heard a rumor,” Georgia admitted with a sheepish grin.

Carter smacked her elbow. “I thought we weren’t going to tell anyone—”

“We can trust her,” Georgia countered, smacking him back. “Plus, we already told her our biggest secret. What’s one more?”

Masika looked between them.

“What did you hear?”

“Well …” Georgia dipped her voice down lower. “I heard from Kashvi Bal, who heard it from Theodore Harding, who heard it from Gigi Castello, who heard it from—”

Carter cleared his throat.

“Georgia.”

“Right. Sorry.” She offered him an apologetic smile and continued. “Kashvi told me that they apparently rearranged everybody’s reaping schedule. A bunch of students who were meant to enter the Ether tonight have been moved to tomorrow.”

“What does that have to do with us?” Masika asked.

“Think about it. They must be moving around everyone’s schedule for a reason. And my guess is that they are going to send us into the Ether for the second trial. Tonight.”

Masika mulled her words over. It made sense. There would be no other logical reason to shift the reaping schedule. In fact, it was unheard of.

After class was over, Masika parted ways with Georgia and Carter and headed for Ivory House. If the rumors were true, then that meant they only had a few hours left to prepare for the second trial. And despite Irene’s stubborn need to close herself off from everyone around her, Masika refused to leave her in the dark.

Masika kept her head down and eyes forward as she traveled through the grounds. She’d expended all of her spacial magic earlier in the day when she’d dodged an eager group of students attempting to corner her with questions, so now she was forced to walk halfway across campus during the late-afternoon traffic jam. Throngs of exhausted students made their way out of class, huddled together after finishing their final assignments. Most of them eyed her with palpable intrigue, their whispers echoing all around her.

She quickened her pace and wrapped her arms protectively across her chest.

Their whispers and gossiping were meaningless to her. She needed to focus on getting to Irene and preparing for the next trial, whatever it might be. But she was only a few yards away from Ivory when she spotted someone in the distance.

The new girl, Louise, stood by herself beneath a willow tree. The wispy leaves rustled in the breeze, brushing the top of her head. She was whispering to herself, soft murmurs that were barely audible over the whistle of the wind. Masika edged closer, careful to keep her steps light. When she was close enough, she noticed that Louise’s face was uncharacteristically blank. Her eyes devoid of emotion. Her face expressionless. In fact, the only thing that seemed to be moving was her lips.

A chill raised the hairs on the back of Masika’s neck as she came to an abrupt halt. She cleared her throat, ignoring the warning bells ringing in her head.

“Louise?”

The new girl jolted at the sound of her voice. She spun around to face Masika, hand over her chest.

“Jesus … you scared me.”

“I’m sorry. You were talking to yourself,” Masika said, eyeing her carefully. Louise seemed fine now, warmth pooling back over her face.

“Oh. That. I was practicing for my defensive exam tomorrow. I find that reciting my study guides out loud helps.” She smiled sheepishly and blushed. “Sorry. That must have looked a bit weird.”

“Yeah … just a bit.”

Louise stared at her for an extended moment. “Wait. You’re Masika, aren’t you?”

Masika hesitated before nodding. “Yeah. I am.”

“Wren has mentioned you before,” Louise said. “She’s been helping me adjust. Tutoring me between classes.”

“Really?” Masika asked, genuinely surprised.

“Actually, I’m on my way to meet with her now,” Louise said, stepping forward. “I should probably hurry … don’t want to keep her waiting.”

“Right.” Masika mustered a cordial smile in return. “Of course.”

Louise nodded, walking past Masika, her ice-blond hair whipping in the wind.

“See you around!”

Masika wasn’t sure why, but as the girl walked away, disappearing into the horde of students congregated on the main path, she felt a cold trickle of dread travel up and down her spine. A horrible sensation swept her body—a feeling that something terrible, something irreparable, was lingering on the horizon, just beyond what she could see.

But maybe it was just her imagination.

Maybe.
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OLIVIER

“Daydreaming?”

August set his textbooks down with a loud and forceful thump, sinking into the seat across from Olivier. A hallowed silence enveloped the Library, a sacred stillness, and August’s clamorous arrival resulted in a few students glancing up with irritated scowls on their faces.

Until they noticed who had made the noise, and then they simply glanced back down and minded their business.

“Oh, just contemplating my meager yet interminable existence.”

Olivier lifted his lips into what was meant to be a smile but probably looked more like a grimace.

“Ah.” August fiddled with a fountain pen, tapping it against the wooden desk. “The usual, then?”

Olivier hummed and refocused his eyes on his notebook. He had spent the better half of the hour attempting to silence his mind, desperate to acquire some semblance of tranquility despite the ever-present, nagging thoughts about the Decennial that seemed to be haunting him. August, annoyingly perceptive as always, noted Olivier’s frustration right away.

August leaned closer. “Trouble concentrating?”

Olivier clenched his jaw and craned his neck from side to side. The last thing he wanted to deal with was August’s oppressive presence. He had already spent the past few days enduring the prying eyes of the other students, their suffocating and unrelenting questioning. Normally, Olivier didn’t mind attention. In fact, he tended to revel in it.

But now the circumstances had changed.

“What makes you say that?”

“Your pupils are dilated,” August noted, pointing the edge of his pen at Olivier’s face, stopping about an inch away from his eye. “A clear sign of stress firing in your autonomic nervous system.”

“I wasn’t aware you had your medical license,” Olivier mused, careful not to flinch. If there was anything August loved more than eliciting fear in others, it was savoring the look of terror in his victim’s eyes. “Should I call you Dr. Hughes from now on?”

“And you’re far more snippy than usual,” August noted. “Much less … compliant. Is there something troubling you?”

Olivier snorted. “How long do you have?”

A few students sitting nearby stood up from their desks and moved farther away, muttering words of disapproval under their breath. Speaking was strictly frowned upon in the sacred halls of the Library. August, however, had a notorious habit of doing whatever he wanted, even if it meant solidifying his reputation as a world-class prick, and Olivier had no intention of calling him out—unless he wanted to end up with that fountain pen jammed through his cornea.

August slipped off his silver ring and spun it against the wooden desk.

“I have a suggestion,” he said. “Something that perhaps could help ease your mind about the Decennial.”

“Does it involve copious amounts of alcohol and hallucinatory drugs?”

“No.” August smirked. “Though I might take you up on that offer later down the line.”

Olivier closed his notebook with a sigh. “What, then?”

“It’s obvious that certain contestants are going to gravitate toward one another. Form partnerships that might help them throughout the remaining trials. It’s difficult for me to discern whether or not I can trust the others.” August smiled, though there was a palpable sense of regret clouding his gray eyes. “But you, on the other hand … you are reliable.”

Olivier could sense something on the horizon. A conclusion to August’s rambling.

“Are you … are you asking for an alliance?” Olivier asked hesitantly. “With me?”

“Don’t sound so surprised. We both know you’re smart. Far smarter than you let on. Not to mention that you’ve been around longer than most students.” August rolled the silver ring in his palm. “Perhaps … too long.”

Olivier tensed. “What are you implying?”

August glanced up at him through his dark lashes.

“It started a few months ago … didn’t it?”

Olivier swallowed.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

August dipped his voice down lower. “You don’t have to admit it, but you and I both know you have more at stake. You have something to lose. Sure, the other contestants are hungry for power and freedom, but you … you are fighting for more. Your memories. Your position here in Blackwood. Not to mention Emilio—”

“Don’t bring him into this,” Olivier said, seething, heat rushing to his cheeks.

“Fine,” August conceded with a shrug. “My point still stands. You don’t just have something to lose—you have everything to lose. And that gives you an edge. Something far more valuable than the desire for greatness.”

Olivier fought the panic creeping up his throat, the unwavering pressure digging its claws into his skin. August was right, and Olivier hated him for that. Ever since it had become clear to him that he actually stood a chance of reaching Ascension, he’d been overcome with a terrifying sense of desperation. He would do anything, whatever it took, to make sure he didn’t end up roaming the Ether for the rest of eternity. That he wouldn’t be torn away from the familiar halls of Blackwood. From the life he had created.

From the people he had met.

“Aren’t you worried about the others growing suspicious?” Olivier asked. “It might raise a few questions if the two of us are suddenly friendly with one another.”

“I don’t give a damn what the others think.”

“Yes, I’m well aware of your anarchist attitude.”

“Look, Olivier. While we all seemed to agree the other day that we’ve become unfortunate acquaintances, we also cannot delude ourselves into thinking there still won’t be alliances formed. The others are doing it, so we may as well have a united front.”

“And what happens when the others are eliminated? What happens then to our alliance?”

August’s face darkened.

“Then … we’re on our own.”

At least he was being honest. Olivier knew that the second their alliance wasn’t convenient for him, August wouldn’t hesitate to eliminate him from the running. However, a question still plagued him.

“But why me?”

August sighed and dug the edge of the fountain pen into the desk, carving a thin and elegant A into the wood.

“I don’t know. You’re smart. Talented. Cunning.”

“—handsome, beautiful, ravishing—”

“Humble,” August added with a smirk.

Olivier chuckled. “Fine. Yes. I get it. I’m brilliant and you’d be an idiot not to have me on your side. But … I don’t intend to leave Emilio behind. Where I go—he goes. That isn’t changing. That isn’t ever changing.”

August nodded, rising from his seat. “I wouldn’t dream of tearing you two apart.” He gathered his textbooks back into his hands.

“You should tell him … by the way. He deserves to know.”

“Tell him …” Olivier’s voice trailed away as the realization washed over him. “Oh.”

“You’ll regret it if you don’t.”

“There’s no need to worry him.” Or at least that was what Olivier told himself. What good would come out of Emilio’s knowing that his memories had begun to fade? There were only two options: stop the Forgetting by winning the Decennial—or succumb to it.

And until the first option was no longer viable, he intended to keep Emilio sheltered from that burden.

August nodded sullenly. “If you say so.”

He turned to leave, but Olivier had one more nagging question he couldn’t stop himself from asking.

“Why didn’t you go to her?”

August tensed, hands pressed against the desk and shoulders hunched. His eyes snapped up toward Olivier.

“Excuse me?”

“Come on, August. We both know I’m talking about that pesky little redhead of yours.”

August’s face remained eerily blank, his lip twitching momentarily. When he spoke, his words were slow, his voice rough against Olivier’s ears.

“Listen to me very carefully, Olivier. Alliances aside, there are still boundaries that shouldn’t be crossed. That shouldn’t be tested.” He leaned in closer, his gray eyes darkening like two storm clouds. “Call her my little redhead again and I’ll cut your tongue out and force it down your throat. Understood?”

Olivier flinched, unable to stop the shock from bleeding over his face. He nodded his head and willed his mouth to stay shut.

August smiled, a terrifying yet beautiful smile. “Good. I’ll see you around … partner.”

He stalked off, crossing through the Library like a silent shadow. The other students watched nervously, shielded by their textbooks and reading lamps.

Despite August’s threats, a thought still lingered in Olivier’s subconscious, a realization that made something inside him stir. If August was looking for alliances, that meant he doubted his ability to win the Decennial on his own. That he was worried enough to seek out help.

It meant that the notorious Augustine Hughes was, miraculously, afraid.
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IRENE

Irene had just ended her final class of the day, Spacial Theories and Relocation Methods, when the pain took a turn for the worse. It traveled up and down her side like an unrelenting current, tearing at her muscles and igniting her nerves. She cursed furiously under her breath as she pushed through the crowded staircase, ignoring the other students’ curious stares and grating whispers.

She pushed open the swinging door that led to the upstairs bathroom and stumbled toward the sink. Her hands gripped the porcelain basin, fingers clenched so tight her knuckles turned white. She glanced up at the mirror and scowled at her own reflection. How could she have allowed this to happen? None of the other contestants had been wounded as badly as she had.

And now she had a disadvantage. She was weak.

She lifted the hem of her dress and inspected the bandage.

It had been rather easy to snag a few medical supplies—too easy. Most newbies were unfamiliar with the warning signs of psyche magic, the tingling sensation that started at the base of their neck and traveled down their spine. So when Irene had cornered one of the newer students and planted a mind alteration spell, he didn’t even have time to register what had happened. It was nothing dramatic. Just a simple manipulation of his subconscious. She’d convinced him to sneak into Housemaster Violet’s office and steal a sewing kit and rubbing alcohol, which she had used to haphazardly disinfect and stitch up her wound. She wasn’t about to slowly bleed out and be eliminated from the Decennial due to a bad infection.

If Irene was going to be eliminated, she would at least hope for the reason to be something a bit more exciting.

She lowered her dress with a sigh, smoothing down the creases and tucking a few strands of loose hair behind her ear. She molded her lips into a rigid smile, taking on that iron mask she wore so well, fighting back the urge to wallow in self-pity.

You’re stronger than that, she reminded herself before turning toward the door and exiting the bathroom.

But when she stepped back into the corridor, something moved in her periphery, instantly catching her attention. It was a shadow—the faintest glimmer of movement. She turned, catching sight of a supply room door swinging closed, the muffled sound of footsteps echoing in the otherwise empty corridor.

Irene wasn’t entirely sure what prompted her to go look. It was this gut feeling—this invisible thread pulling her closer and closer.

She approached the supply room door and opened it slowly. There appeared to be nothing inside, just cleaning supplies dusted with shadows.

She stepped inside, peering left and right, allowing the door to slam behind her. It was silent. Eerily quiet. She waited for some sign, some indication that she hadn’t just imagined the whole thing. She held her breath, waiting …

“Are you following me?”

Irene masked her surprise with a calculated smile, turning around slowly until she came face to face with the boy standing behind her.

The same boy she had bumped into after her duel the previous week.

As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could see that he was leaning against the closet door, arms crossed and lips twisted in amusement. He appeared to be less disheveled than the last time she saw him, his dark blond hair slicked back and a rosy hue adorning his sharp cheekbones. He wore a black button-down and dark jeans, a long coat obscuring his broad shoulders.

But the one thing Irene couldn’t stop mulling over was how he had seemingly appeared out of nowhere, materializing in the darkness without a single sound.

“I could ask you the same question,” she replied. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d assume you were stalking me.”

He laughed, and the sound of it caught Irene by surprise. It wasn’t some sardonic half-assed chuckle. It was warm and inviting, a contagious sort of laughter.

“Stalking might be a stretch.” The boy grinned, eyes roaming over Irene’s face. “I prefer the term … admiring.”

Irene blinked. “You’re … admiring me?”

“Irene Manette Bamford.” He spoke her name as though he were tasting it. “How could I not admire somebody with a name like that? That’s the kind of name that demands attention. That requires respect.”

Irene sighed. “All right. Cut the shit. What do you want?”

His eyes latched onto hers with unwavering intensity. For a moment, the teasing glint seemed to vanish, replaced by something far darker.

“What if I told you not everybody can see me?” He stepped closer, and it was as if the darkness were parting for him, the shadows shifting. “That only a select few can. A select few who crave more. Who desire something more … meaningful.”

“I’d say you’re insane.”

He smiled, but this time, an edge cut through his words. “You’re limited here. Restricted. But I can show you how to tap into all that magic inside you—the magic begging to be released. To be used.”

Irene took a step back as the realization struck her hard in the chest.

“You’re a Demien.”

He bowed his head. When he glanced back up, the whites of his eyes flicked to black, nothing but two swirling pools of darkness staring back at her.

“At your service.”

“How—” She couldn’t find the right words. Her voice trembled as she tried to regain her composure. “How is that possible? There are protective wards around the school. You shouldn’t be able to—”

“Come and go as I please?” He blinked, and his eyes returned to normal. “I’m afraid Blackwood isn’t what it used to be. We’re getting stronger. And your defenses are … weakened. People have gotten lazy. Comfortable.”

The boy had somehow crossed the space between them without her noticing. He even moved like a shadow, dipping in and out of her vision before she could register his motions.

“All right,” she said, clearing her throat. “Let’s say I believe you … what do you want from me?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

She shook her head.

“I want you to join us.”

Irene’s hands went numb beneath her. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing—an invitation to join the Demien Order. It was something she had dreamt about … something she had secretly wished for.

“Prove it.” The words left her lips before she could stop them. “If you’re part of the Demien Order … then prove it.”

If her distrust offended him, he didn’t show it. Instead, he broke out into a warm smile, stepped closer, and lifted his sleeve.

Irene couldn’t contain the gasp that sprang out of her.

Shadows.

They traveled through his veins like ink, swimming up and down his arms in a mesmerizing pattern. The shadows weren’t etched into his skin—they were alive. Moving and breathing beneath the surface.

She reached out and traced her finger over one of the shadows. It hummed beneath her touch.

“What does it feel like?”

He considered her question, eyes anchored to her face.

“Power.”

Irene dropped her hand and tucked it behind her back.

“Look … if you had asked me a few weeks ago, perhaps I would have considered your offer, but I don’t need the Demien Order anymore. If I win the Decennial … I can become an Ascended. No more trips to the Ether. Full access to my magic.” She masked her interest with a nonchalant shrug. “I say that sounds like a fair deal.”

“And then what?” He quirked his head to the side. “Do you really think they’ll let you live up to your potential? Offer you true, unfiltered power?”

She stiffened. “That’s what we’ve been told.”

He studied her, eyes raking up and down her face. “Irene. Come on. You’re smarter than this. You know just as well as I do that Silas holds his fair share of secrets. In fact, I believe you recently swore yourself to secrecy at his hands. Something about that new student …”

Her eyes widened. “What do you know about Louise? Is she one of you?”

The smile on his lips faltered. It was the faintest twitch. The slightest slip in his mask.

“No.”

Irene could sense something lingering behind his response. It wasn’t a complete lie … but it wasn’t the truth either.

“Then how did she harness shadow magic?”

He sighed and stepped away from her, hands clasped behind his back.

“I’m afraid I can’t answer any more questions until I know I have your loyalty. I can’t go exposing Demien Order secrets to somebody who might turn around and betray us.”

“I won’t.”

“Then is that a yes?”

“It’s a … maybe.”

He seemed to find her response amusing, his nose crinkling as he smiled.

“You’ll never be satisfied here, Irene. You know it. Every day you’ll fall asleep dreaming of the possibilities you left behind when you said no to me.” He fished in his pocket and pulled out a silver locket. “Here. I want you to have this.”

She examined the necklace with suspicion. “And what do you want in return?”

“Nothing. Just … hold on to it for me. It’s special.” He dropped the locket into her open palm, and a spark of electricity shot through her veins. “Don’t worry about somebody else seeing it. It’s only for your eyes. There’s an invisibility enchantment attached to it. All you have to do is open the locket and say my name. One word. And I’ll be there.”

Irene clasped her hand over the necklace. “Your name …”

“Mateo.”

The name burned through Irene’s mind like a searing flame. She wanted to know more. She wanted to know how he had entered Blackwood undetected. How he had managed to break through their defenses. How he had known about the meeting with Silas and what he knew about Louise. Most of all, she wanted to know why he had chosen her. Why he had picked her from all the other students in Blackwood.

But when she glanced up, he was gone. Nothing but the silver locket in her hand to prove he was ever there at all.
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AUGUST

Six days. That was how long it had been since August had spoken to Wren in the first trial. It wasn’t that he was counting, but how could he not notice her absence? It was a gaping hole carving his chest. A persistent hollowness he couldn’t shake.

And it was entirely his own doing.

He wasn’t ignoring her because it was the easy thing to do. He was distancing himself because it was the right thing to do. The Decennial had proven itself to be far more challenging than any of them had anticipated, and the last thing he wanted to do was distract her with their petty rivalry.

If he thought for too long about what had happened in the maze, he could feel the rage seeping back into his veins, the fury clouding his judgment. He hadn’t heard everything the replica had said to Wren, but he’d heard enough. When he’d driven the blade through the replica’s chest, he’d silently prayed it would put up a fight. He’d been hungry to wrap his hands around its goddamn throat and make it suffer. He didn’t care that it wore his face.

He’d gladly watch the light fade from his own eyes.

And perhaps Wren wasn’t the only one who risked being distracted.

August was, whether he was proud to admit it or not, constantly aware of her presence. It was agonizing. The desperation to be near her. The ache that begged for her attention. It didn’t matter where he was or what he was doing, if Wren Loughty was nearby, he knew.

Which was why, despite his gaze being locked on the window next to him, August knew the exact moment she stepped into their Mind Alteration and Empathic Manipulation class. It wasn’t just the intoxicating scent that clung to her, flooding the room. Or the smooth cadence of her voice filling his ears as she politely greeted Housemaster Wesley. It was something intangible.

He simply felt her.

The familiar echo of Wren’s footsteps grew louder, and then the chair next to him scraped back as she slid into her seat, the warmth of her body overwhelming his senses. For a moment, neither of them said a word.

August bounced his knee beneath the desk, nervously fiddling with his ring.

Say something, you dolt.

His words were a scrambled mess in his mouth. Useless. It shouldn’t be this difficult to simply speak to her, not after all this time. It made him feel … wretched. He wanted to crawl out of his skin. He wanted to—

“Where have you been?”

August froze, his finger still wrapped around the silver band of his ring. He opened and shut his mouth. Words, Augustine. Use them. He swallowed, slipping his hands back out from under the table.

“Around.”

She snorted, leaning back in her chair. “Right. Excellent.”

August allowed himself a moment to glance in her direction. She looked—well, she looked radiant. All perfect and pristine, practically glowing. It was infuriating. Her braid slithered over her shoulder, not a single strand out of place. Her cheeks were rosy, as though she’d been kissed by the sun.

“Why do you ask?” He leaned in closer, unable to help himself. “Don’t tell me you missed me.”

Her cheeks reddened. A sight that made him feel wholly pleased—and perhaps a few other things he wasn’t inclined to mention.

“This might come as a shock to you, August, but there are other people I can hang out with. Unlike you, I actually have friends.”

At this, August stiffened. He couldn’t even bother to hide his displeasure. “You mean the new girl. Louise. I noticed you hanging out with her.”

“Jealous?”

“Not particularly.” The corner of his lip twitched into a smirk, though on the inside, he was reeling. “When did you two become so close?”

“I don’t really see how that’s any of your business.”

He shrugged and stretched his arms overhead, feigning indifference.

“You two have been inseparable.”

“Have you been keeping tabs on me?”

The muscles on his neck involuntarily tensed. “It’s just an observation.”

“I’m allowed to make friends, August. And either way—you were the one who fell off the face of the afterlife the past week.”

August flinched. “I didn’t disappear. You just weren’t looking.”

“I—” Wren’s breath hitched in her throat. August knew the words he secretly hoped to hear her say—the words he ached to hear out loud: Of course I was looking for you. But instead, she simply sighed and said, “I just find the timing peculiar. You’ve dedicated your existence to pestering me every second of every day, and now … nothing. Seems awfully convenient.”

He masked his disappointment with a shrug. “My apologies. I didn’t realize you were vying for my attention.”

Wren shook her head. “You know what? Forget it. I don’t know why I expected anything else.”

Something in her voice startled August. It was a sense of exasperation—a finality in the way she turned away from him.

He was racking his brain for something to say, anything to break the silence he had caused, when Housemaster Wesley cleared his throat and addressed the classroom.

“All right, students! Settle down.” He clumsily wiped his glasses on his linen shirt, nearly dropping them in the process. “We will begin today’s class with some good old-fashioned mind-alteration exercises. Help us warm up the muscles.” He scanned the room, his eyes landing on August. “Mr. Hughes … mind starting us off?”

August groaned internally as he rose from the table. He could feel the students around him staring, their apprehension and fear a tightening noose around his throat. Years ago, such obvious disdain would have wounded him.

But now … now he was simply thankful for it.

He took his place next to Wesley, shoving his hands into his pockets.

“Splendid.” Wesley let out a nervous laugh, eyes scanning the rest of the room. “Now, if we can get a volunteer to challenge Mr. Hughes—”

“I’ll do it.” Wren stood up, eyes glinting.

August glanced up at the ceiling, tongue pressed against the roof of his mouth.

Of course.

“What a surprise,” Wesley muttered beneath his breath, gesturing her forward. “Very well. Come to the front of the class, please.”

Wren moseyed toward them, eyes locked on August the entire time.

“The exercise is quite simple,” Wesley explained. “You will each stand on one of the lines drawn on the floor and attempt to take hold of the other’s mind. You will want to first latch onto their basic, surface-level emotions—the first layer of their conscious mind. Once that is properly secured, you may attempt to push deeper into their subconscious. Having done so, the goal is to convince the other to move off the line. First person to move … loses.”

“Easy enough,” said Wren, sauntering over to one of the white lines drawn on the floor.

August flexed his fingers, making his way to the other line, which lay a few feet away from Wren. He planted the soles of his boots firmly over the line, glancing up at her. “Don’t go easy on me now, darling.”

Her lips curved into a confident smirk. “I wouldn’t dare.”

August chuckled.

“That’s what I like to hear.”

Wesley cleared his throat. “All right. If you’re both ready …”

August closed his eyes.

“Begin.”

The first thing he saw was red. An endless sea of crimson and scarlet—waves of auburn crashing against a rocky shoreline. He’d dipped into Wren’s mind before, during similar exercises like this, but he still hadn’t grown accustomed to the chaos lingering just beyond what he could see. There were too many emotions to rifle through, and Wren had done a decent enough job placing a complex web of mental wards, inhibiting August from accessing anything too personal.

But even with her defensive layers, he could still feel the overwhelming grief choking at his senses. The palpable sadness. There was something hidden here, deep in the recesses of her mind, something she had never allowed anyone to see. August would never violate that privacy, would never even dream of it.

But he still wanted to know … if only to help fix whatever was broken inside her.

He pushed through the surface emotions, falling deeper. He could sense Wren fighting him—a current pulling him backward, a set of invisible hands gripping his wrist. There she is. But he trudged forward, using all his mental strength to counter her defensive measures. It was their usual game of cat and mouse, the give-and-take he was familiar with. But then something shifted. Her resistance slackened. Her usual strength somehow weakened. There was a second of resistance, one final tug on her end, and then her wards snapped and August went hurtling into the core of her mind.

He wrapped his psyche magic around her, iron chains that he  knew wouldn’t budge.

Move forward. He whispered the command into her mind. Step off the line.

There was a startled gasp. A choked sound of surprise.

And then August was violently yanked out of Wren’s mind as his eyes snapped open. He didn’t even notice the class around him—the wide eyes watching them with intrigue. All of his attention was focused on Wren. She had stepped off the line, legs shaking, as though even her limbs were in shock from the sudden movement.

“Very good, Mr. Hughes.” Wesley clapped and the class clapped along with him, the sound reverberating in August’s ears.

“A wonderful demonstration of finely honed psyche skills. Now, if we can get the next person to—”

Wesley’s words were cut short as Wren stormed off, pushing past August. He didn’t hesitate, his own legs moving beneath him as he chased after her, ignoring Wesley’s protests as they exited the classroom and entered the corridor.

Once the door had slammed behind them, August reached out, grabbing Wren by the wrist. She stumbled to a stop, turning abruptly to face him. She was furious, that much was clear. Her cheeks were tinged pink, her eyes almost glassy. She seemed to be either holding back tears or resisting the urge to smack him across the face. Probably the latter, knowing Wren.

“Let. Go.” She gritted her teeth, chin lifted high.

“What is going on with you?” August asked, bewildered.

Wren yanked her wrist free. “Nothing.”

“It’s not nothing,” August hissed. “You’ve never been one to back away from a challenge. To run off when things don’t go your way. And what happened back there? You were barely resisting me! This isn’t like you.”

“Maybe you just don’t know me as well as you think you do,” she countered.

“Bullshit.” August scoffed, leaning in closer. “You are … you are agonizingly talented. It drives me mad.” He rubbed his face in exasperation, a low chuckle rattling in the back of his throat. “You drive me mad.”

Wren shook her head.

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Pretend we’re friends. We don’t like each other, August.” She gestured between the two of them, a bitter chuckle escaping her throat. “That’s how this works. I mean, we’ve literally taken turns trying to stab one another for fun.”

“Exactly,” August whispered. “For fun. Come on. Don’t act like you don’t like it.”

Wren scoffed. “I don’t—”

“In fact, I think you love it.” August stepped toward her, closing the space between them, their faces mere inches apart. “Fighting with me. Our constant bickering. The desperate need we have to try to find a way to feel alive. Admit it.”

“No,” Wren replied, voice wavering. “I—I hate you.”

“Do you want to know what I think?” He leaned in even closer.

Close enough that he could imagine the feeling of his lips grazing hers. His hands touching her. “I think you hate how much you don’t hate me. You hate how much you enjoy being around me. How much you want to be near me. You hate that this twisted thing between us feels … good.”

Wren didn’t respond. Her eyes bored into his, brimming with defiance. He held his breath, waiting for her to respond, for her to break the spell. He knew he was treading a dangerous line, but hell … he couldn’t help himself. He had to be selfish—just this once. But when she didn’t respond, whatever bravado he had been feeling washed away, replaced by a profound rush of shame.

August cursed under his breath. “Loughty. I shouldn’t have—”

“I have to go,” Wren blurted out, the moment instantly fizzling away.

August leaned his back against the classroom door, surprised to find that his hands were trembling.

“Of course,” he gritted out.

But there was one more thing bothering August, one more thought tugging at his mind. And as Wren turned away from him, prepared to leave, he called out to her.

“Loughty.” He cleared his throat. “Watch yourself around the new girl. I don’t trust her.”

Wren sighed, peering over her shoulder. “You don’t trust anyone.”

“Just …” August shook his head, the words struggling to break free. The corners of his mouth lifted into a rueful smile, almost agonized. “Be careful.”

“Isn’t that usually my line?” Wren took another step away from him. August gave her a stern look, which seemed only to make her feel all the more pleased with herself. “Don’t worry about me, August. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

He sighed, glancing down at his shoes. “Infamous last words …”

“Have a good night!” Wren called over her shoulder, twiddling her fingers in the air.

“Without the pleasure of your company?” August called out behind her, biting the inside of his cheek. “Doubtful.”
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WREN

Wren was still an absolute wreck hours after her psyche class. August’s words replayed in her head, unending.

You hate that this twisted thing between us feels … good.

She had wanted to deny it. She had wanted to rip her arm away from his grasp and tell him he was wrong. But … she couldn’t. She knew, deep down, in some part of her, that he was right. She never felt more alive than when she was with him.

But August would never share his feelings with her—he kept too much of himself hidden, too much of his heart locked away.

She’d only be setting herself up for disappointment.

Despite that, a part of her had begun to feel strangely comforted by his nagging presence. August was reliably annoying—a thread of certainty within the strange world she had found herself in. And maybe, just maybe, she enjoyed that twisted sense of stability more than she was willing to admit.

Luckily, she had ways to distract herself. Especially given the fact that she had made a new friend.

“It’s not going to work,” Louise groaned. “I’ve already tried about a dozen times! I’m hopeless.”

“Clear your mind. Concentrate. You can do this.”

“I tried that already.”

“Well, try again. It takes practice. And practice takes persistence.”

Louise scrunched her features in concentration and closed her eyes. Wren had been attempting for the past week to teach her how to cast a relocation spell. Spacial magic was one of the more complex magical affinities taught at Blackwood, so it was no surprise that she still hadn’t been successful. But Wren knew she was close. She could feel it in the air—the palpable electricity of magic radiating from Louise’s skin.

The other girl’s form flickered. One second Louise was there, solid and real, and the next she had materialized a few feet to the left. Her eyes shot open and she let out a shriek of delight, clapping her hands together.

“I did it!”

“It’s a good start.” Wren chuckled. “But that was only about five feet or so.”

“But it’s still something,” Louise countered, pride glistening in her eyes. “It was amazing. I could feel it happen. It was like … like I was floating.”

“And soon enough you’ll be able to do that across large distances. Ideally, you’ll be able to relocate across campus in a few weeks.”

Louise nodded fervently, pushing up the sleeves of her dress. “Let’s try it again.”

“We don’t want to exhaust your spacial reserve,” Wren reminded her. “Remember, you only have a limited amount. If you use it all, it can take days to replenish it.”

“Oh, come on,” Louise begged. “Just one more time!” But as the words left her lips, a tiny trickle of blood leaked out of her nose, dripping onto her upper lip.

Wren gasped, rushing forward to examine her face. “Lou. You’re bleeding.” Louise wiped her nose, examining the blood with a wary chuckle.

“Well, I guess you’re right. I might be pushing myself slightly past my limits.”

“That shouldn’t happen,” Wren whispered, eyes roaming over Louise’s face. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”

“I’m fine, Mom.” Louise playfully nudged her, wiping the remaining blood with the back of her hand. “If anything, I should be asking you how you’re feeling.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I’m sure it’s been hard balancing the pressure of the Decennial with all your classes.” Louise let out a long sigh. “I can’t even imagine the stress you’re feeling.”

Wren blinked, taken aback by the sincerity in Louise’s voice. “I’m … I’m okay.”

Louise tentatively edged closer.

“You sure?”

Wren opened and closed her mouth, surprised to find she wasn’t entirely certain how to answer.

“It’s hard to explain. The Decennial being a competition has changed”—Wren sighed, looking up at the darkening sky—“everything. We all want to win. We all have our reasons. So I can’t help but feel for those who get eliminated. It could easily be me next, you know? And Nick and Liza …” She shook her head. “A part of me knows, deep down, that they deserved it just as much as I do.”

Louise blinked in confusion. “Nick and Liza?”

“From Holsterd.”

Louise shook her head.

“I don’t think I’ve heard of them before.”

“Really? I assumed everyone had heard who was nominated by now.” Wren was about to question further when she remembered a vital piece of information and chuckled softly beneath her breath. “Oh. Right. I guess I keep forgetting you’re new.”

Louise blushed. “Yeah. Still the newbie.”

It was in that moment, the two of them standing among the oak trees, the wind sending strands of pale blond hair across Louise’s ivory skin, that the similarity dawned on Wren. It was so jarring, so sudden, that she let out a shudder, unable to stop herself from stumbling backward.

Louise’s face fell. “What—what is it?”

“It’s just …” Wren could barely get the words out, her mouth running dry. “You … you remind me of someone.”

“Who?”

Wren couldn’t bring herself to say it. To speak her name. She hadn’t spoken her name in eighteen years. She hadn’t let herself. Because speaking her name meant reliving what she had tried so desperately to forget. If she spoke her name, she made her real. She made what had happened to her real.

Wren shook her head, composing herself. “Just … someone I used to know. From my old life.”

Louise nodded, clearly sensing that Wren didn’t want to push the matter further. Her face broke into a soft smile.

“You know,” Louise began, glancing up at the sky, “despite everything that’s happened … despite all of this”—she gestured at Blackwood, arms falling by her sides—“I’m glad I met you.”

An overwhelming warmth spread through Wren, a profound fondness that instantly melted away any reservations she might have had. August was right—there were still moments of doubt. Moments when she considered there might be something she was missing, something unanswered. But looking at Louise now, she knew. Whatever this friendship was, it wasn’t just some fabrication.

It was real.

“Me too, Lou.” Wren smiled at her. “Me too.”
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EMILIO

“It’s going to be amazing!” Josie shrieked, kicking her feet up and down. She was lying with her head resting on Tristan’s lap, legs tucked close. “Can you picture it? Dazzling decorations … beautiful gowns … dancing!”

Emilio shuddered. It sounded like his worst nightmare.

After his final class of the day, he’d followed Tristan and Josie to the Main Yard, where they’d met with Georgia and Carter. The five of them had spent the past hour working on their assignments and reading beneath the late-afternoon glow, stretched out on a wool blanket that was covered in textbooks and fallen leaves. Josie couldn’t stop gushing about the Decennial Ball—going on and on about how wonderful the night was going to be.

“I do have to say I am a remarkable dancer,” Tristan teased, twirling a piece of Josie’s hair around his index finger. “I was a bit of a hot commodity during school dances.”

“Well, I’d better see some of those moves during the ball,” Josie giggled.

“I might have you beat,” Carter teased. He brushed his fingertips against the grass and a beautifully crafted tulip blossomed between his fingers, the petals glittering with magic. “My moves will have even you swooning, Abbot.”

Tristan rolled his eyes. “We’ll see about that.”

“Well, personally I am dreading the whole ordeal.” Georgia sighed, dramatically throwing herself back against the grass.

Carter rolled his eyes. “That’s only because you don’t have a date.”

“I had offers!” Georgia pouted and crossed her arms. “I just didn’t care to go with any of them. And who knows? What if we get eliminated in the next trial? We would be healing in the infirmary for weeks—maybe even months—and miss out on the rest of the Decennial. I just don’t see the point of getting all excited about a ball I might not even be able to attend.”

Emilio didn’t blame her. He’d thought the same thing himself. The second trial was bound to happen any day now, which meant there would be another round of eliminations before the ball.

It was just a matter of time.

“Either way … who am I gonna ask now?” Georgia groaned. “Everybody has already partnered up with someone.”

Emilio shrugged. “We could go together.”

Georgia blinked at him in surprise. “Aren’t you going to go with Olivier?”

Josie and Tristan shared a knowing look, stifling their laughter. Carter didn’t bother to hide his cackle.

Emilio blushed, eyes frantically darting among the group. “What? Why is everyone laughing?”

“I can’t tell if you’re joking,” Georgia replied, deadpan.

“I’m not!”

“Um … because you two are so obviously madly in love with one another?”

Emilio was sure he had gone three shades of red. “We are not—that’s not—I don’t know where you—”

“Oh, Emilio.” Tristan placed a gentle hand on his leg. “There’s really no point in denying it.”

Emilio buried his face in his hands. “Am I that transparent?”

“You both are,” said Josie, ruffling his hair. “Honestly, it’s rather painful to watch. I just want to grab you two by the neck and—” She smashed her hands together and made a crude gesture that Emilio could only assume was the two of them kissing.

Tristan chuckled and shook his head. “What my dear Josie is trying to say is … you just need a nudge. Something that will push you past that awkward line.”

Emilio peeked at him through his fingers. “Like what?”

“Well … there’s nothing that says grand romantic gesture quite like a ball.”

Emilio supposed he was right. If there was ever a time to attempt to express his complicated feelings to Olivier, a ball would be the perfect opportunity. But what on earth would he tell Olivier? That he spent every waking moment thinking about him? That ever since he’d entered Blackwood, there’d been this horrible gaping hole inside him, this unrelenting sadness, that only ever went away in Olivier’s presence? That looking at him hurt? That being around him physically pained him—quite literally snatching the breath from his lungs?

That he completely, desperately, shockingly loved him?

Panic surged in his chest.

“I—I have to go.” Emilio staggered to his feet, scrambling to throw his satchel over his shoulder.

“Emilio …” Josie looked up at him with pleading eyes. “Please don’t go. We didn’t mean to upset you.”

“You didn’t,” he muttered, feigning a smile. “I’m … I’m fine. I just have a lot to think about.”

But just as he was about to run off in the opposite direction, a plume of black smoke materialized in front of them and Housemaster Calligan appeared.

“Sorry to interrupt,” he said, hands shoved into the pockets of his tartan trousers. “But I’m going to need you all to come with me.”

Emilio barely had time to process what he’d said before a larger, swirling mass of smoke engulfed them, swallowing the five of them whole.

From one moment to the next, they had been transported to a grand, ornate hall. It took Emilio a second to regain his senses, but he quickly realized where they were.

The Opal Chamber.

Iridescent rays of light flooded in from the various stained-glass windows—swirling patterns of deep amber, blush and vibrant lilac washed over the pews filling the center of the hall. He scanned the impressively large walls carved from stone, examining the corners adorned with Gothic-style gargoyles and other intricate grotesques, each of which had a pair of glistening crystals for eyes. They were unsettling. Some students claimed that they had even seen the eyes move on more than one occasion—that they trailed your every movement, watching you from afar.

Distracted by that ominous thought, Emilio needed a few seconds to realize they weren’t alone.

Standing at the end of the hall, right in front of the infamous arched door that marked the entrance into the Ether, stood the rest of the nominees. August and Wren stood side by side, both looking rather disgruntled. Irene and Masika were only a few feet to the right of them, twin looks of impatience on their faces. Olivier was restlessly tapping his foot against the floor, though his eyes instantly brightened the moment he spotted Emilio. Headmaster Silas was positioned beside them, a dark emerald cloak flung elegantly over his shoulders. He watched them carefully as they crossed the vast hall and joined the others.

“Apologies for the abrupt call.” Silas’s booming voice echoed as he addressed the group. “But time is of the essence.”

“Is there anything else I can do to assist?” asked Calligan behind them.

Silas shook his head. “Thank you, Calligan. Your services are no longer required.”

Calligan bowed his head and made his way out of the hall, the echo of his footsteps slowly receding.

Once they were alone, Silas turned to them with an eager look in his eyes.

“Now …,” he began, gesturing toward the golden door. “As I’m sure you have all guessed, you have been called to the Opal Chamber for the second trial. You will be entering the Ether in search of a lost soul. Now, you may think this sounds routine—almost elementary—but you will find that the Ether will be a bit more … unruly than you’re accustomed to.”

“Are we allowed partners?” Georgia inquired, with a fleeting look in Carter’s direction.

“That is entirely up to you,” Silas explained. “This is a competition, but you are more than welcome to aid your fellow nominees, if that is what you’d like to do.”

Irene and Masika winked at each other, forming a silent pact. Tristan and Josie took a step toward one another, as though connected by a thread. Wren, being Wren, kept her gaze fixed forward, not bothering with alliances. And then Emilio noticed August sharing a brief look with Olivier, nodding discreetly in his direction.

Weird.

“What’s the elimination process like for this trial?” asked Josie. “Last person to find the target soul loses?”

“Yes.” Silas nodded. “That is one way to be eliminated.”

Wren stepped forward. “What’s the other way?”

“There is still the matter of your wounds no longer healing magically,” Silas reminded them, a somber look in his eyes. “If you are fatally injured in the Ether … then you shall join Nick and Liza in the infirmary and no longer be in the running for the Decennial.”

A tense silence echoed throughout the group as the weight of his words settled upon them.

“When you complete the trial, you will be transported to a random location somewhere on campus. Once returned, you must promptly make your way back to the Opal Chamber with the other remaining nominees.” He glanced down at his pocket watch. “As I mentioned, we are running on a bit of a tight schedule. We need to ensure that we are done with the second trial before the regular reaping schedule commences, so …” Silas stepped away from the door with a flourish. “Who would like to go first?”

Irene didn’t hesitate.

“I will.”

Silas nodded. “Very well. Go ahead, Ms. Bamford.”

Irene stepped up, face set in determination, and placed her hand against the door.

The air came to life. A low hum rattled the walls, the floor beneath them rumbling. A golden sphere sprouted inside Irene’s chest, traveling down her arms and through her hands, filling the carved runes of the door like molten gold. Her hair rose into the air, as though gravity itself had stopped working, her eyes glowing with the magic coursing through her veins.

Emilio blinked, barely a fraction of a second, but that was all it took for Irene to vanish, swallowed by the Ether.

The second trial had officially begun.
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IRENE

It was like falling through the sky. Like the fabric of the universe had folded in on itself and spat her out. She was nowhere and everywhere all at once, the atoms of her being splitting apart and joining together again.

Blinding white light poured over her vision. An all-consuming glow, so bright it felt like staring straight into the heart of the sun. And then that light bled away, replaced by a muted fog, a feathered veil stretching over the landscape.

Irene blinked.

And there it was—the Ether.

It was an ever-changing landscape. With every door passed through, the scenery would change form, morphing into different worlds. Into different universes.

This time, the Ether had sent Irene to an empty valley. Wispy clouds dotted an opaque black sky. It was a world shrouded in darkness, a palette of moss and shades of brown melting into a plain of flat grass.

Irene drew in a strangled breath. When she moved, her hand seemed to lag, as though she were treading water, fighting a current. She often liked to compare the feeling of being in the Ether to having drunk one too many dirty martinis.

Minus the fun.

She closed her eyes and called upon the magic inside her. Instantly, she felt the sharp pull. The call guiding her toward her target soul. But she also felt something else … a web of other souls drawing her closer. These were different from the call of a lost soul—familiar. It was the other contestants scattered throughout the Ether, their positions making faint yet noticeable flickers in her internal map. She scoured through them and landed on the one she was searching for

There you are.

Irene opened her eyes and spotted the path that had emerged within the grass. Sparkles of golden light, almost like a trail of fireflies, guided her forward.

She didn’t waste any time. She followed the path, careful to keep her eyes forward. There was no telling what the Ether would attempt to distract her with, and the less time she spent investigating, the better. Despite her laser focus, she couldn’t help but feel the unmistakable presences looming in the distance, the bone-chilling reality that awaited those who couldn’t reach Ascension.

The Forgotten Students.

There were dozens of them. Students who had once been just like her, who had once lived within the halls of Blackwood. They roamed the outskirts of the Ether, faces eerily blank, each of them following their own path.

It wasn’t like they were completely devoid of their human characteristics. In fact, those who had recently transitioned were fairly normal, if not a little bored. It was those who had been there for hundreds of years, perhaps even thousands, who were left an empty carcass, a shell of the person they used to be. Barely sentient.

Irene refused to become one of them. This nomination was her last chance—the final dance, so to speak. If she didn’t win, if she didn’t become part of the Ascended, she would consider the alternative route.

Even if it meant leaving Blackwood, and her best friend, behind.

The Demien Order offered her a way out. A chance at something new, something more than the existence she had been forced to accept. In her old life, Irene had often found herself feeling powerless. Nothing but a passenger, helplessly enduring the consequences of her mom’s mistakes, bound to a fate she couldn’t escape from.

But not anymore. When Irene had died, she’d been freed of those restraints. No longer powerless, but powerful. She’d shed the skin of the girl she used to be, leaving her behind to rot in a place where nobody would ever find her.

So—if Blackwood couldn’t offer her what she needed, Irene had another plan. She wouldn’t wait around for power.

She’d take it.

Irene shook off her thoughts and refocused her eyes on the glowing path

It didn’t take long for the door to appear. It sat perched against the tall grass, a seemingly normal white door with a silver-plated handle. But there was nothing normal about it. As she approached the door, Irene’s chest ignited with a golden sphere of light, signaling that she had reached the correct destination.

Irene swung the door open and stepped through.

One moment she had been walking on grass, and the next her boots were sinking into wet sand, a dense gray mist obscuring her vision. The roar of the ocean swept over the land, echoing with a dreamlike reverberation.

She inhaled the salty brine as the ocean spray dampened her skin. To her left stretched a flat and never-ending ocean, small waves crashing against the black rocks dotting the shoreline. To her right was … nothing. An eerie darkness blotting out the rest of the world.

And there, standing a few feet in front of her, was Masika.

“Care to go for a dip?”

Masika crossed her arms, sighing. “Took you long enough.”

“Well, maybe if you’d waited for me before going through the first door like I told you to, it wouldn’t have taken me so long to find you.”

Masika smirked, clearly pleased with herself. “So … how far is your soul?”

“About three doors,” Irene calculated. “You?”

“Two, I think.”

Irene nodded. She bent down, running the wet sand between her fingers. It felt so real … each grain brushing against her skin.

The damp particles in the air. The moisture clinging to the ocean spray.

“Then I suppose we take care of yours first, and then we can move on to mine.”

Masika hummed in surprise. “You’d really be willing to let me go first?”

“Why not?”

“It’s a bit risky, isn’t it? By the time we locate your soul, we could very well be too late.”

“Oh, please.” Irene brushed her off with a wave of her hand. “You and I both know we’re faster than the others. I wouldn’t be surprised if they haven’t even passed through their first door yet.”

Masika chuckled softly. “You’re doing it again. …”

“Doing what?”

“Underestimating everyone else.”

“I’m not underestimating them. I simply know my value.”

“I’m not saying that your skills aren’t impressive by comparison,” explained Masika, throwing her arm over Irene’s shoulder as they began to trudge along the shoreline. “But these other nominees are talented. They’re strong. Smart. They were chosen for a reason. And honestly … they deserve to win. We all do.”

“You’ve been spending too much time with the others,” Irene muttered furiously. “They are brainwashing you.”

Masika chuckled. “Irene …”

“It’s true. All this talk of bonding and us being unfortunate acquaintances … you’re one group hug away from completely losing your focus.”

“Group hug?” Masika echoed, biting back a smile. “Don’t mock me.”

“I’m not—”

Masika came to a halt, turning to face Irene. She grabbed her squarely by the shoulders. “Listen. I get it. The Forgetting terrifies you. It terrifies all of us—”

“That’s not—”

“—but one of these days you’re going to have to accept it. If we don’t become Ascended, then eventually … it’ll happen. It’s just the natural next step in our duty. An inevitability that we can’t run from.”

Irene pushed herself away from Masika. “I can run from it. And I will.”

Masika startled. The soft smile on her face vanished.

“What are you saying?”

But before Irene could respond, something in the sea at their side began to change. It was a small, almost indiscernible difference at first, the waves swelling in size, the ocean spray hardening. And then the roar of the waves turned deafening. The ocean spray pelting their skin like shards of glass.

“Masika.” Irene grabbed her firmly by the wrist. “Run.”

The moment they broke into a sprint, the ocean sprang to life, a towering wall of water sprouting from it like a skyscraper. A paralyzing shock ran through Irene as the wave descended upon them. Her hands went numb, her feet rooted helplessly to the ground.

But Masika was fast.

She pressed her hands out and stopped the wave just as it sprang toward them, changing its trajectory. The water fell over them in an arch, crashing to the ground a few yards to their right.

“Come on!”

Something unidentifiable warped Masika’s voice. Confusion. Desperation. Irene wasn’t sure what it was, but it snapped her out of her daze and brought her back to her senses. She darted forward, sprinting as fast as she possibly could. Suddenly, something materialized in their line of sight—a wooden door with iron detailing.

“There!” shouted Masika. She began to run straight toward the door, all the while casting a protective barrier around them.

The water roared in defiance, another monstrous wave rising from the surface of the ocean. Irene couldn’t help but feel as though it were alive, chasing after them. She wasn’t sure if it was her imagination, but she swore she saw a face reflected against the wave. A familiar face that reminded her of her own.

Terror uncoiled in her chest. “Mom?”

Masika glanced at her as they ran, eyes wide and brows furrowed. “What did you say?”

But Irene never answered. Instead, they hurtled through the door, throwing themselves into the next world in a dizzying blur. Her hands landed on asphalt, the wave crashing behind them just as the door slammed shut.

The sound of it rattled against her ears.

And then … silence.
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MASIKA

Masika didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t like she could just pretend she hadn’t heard Irene call for her mother. But she also knew trying to bring it up would be pointless. Irene would grow defensive. She’d bury herself inside that iron fortress and lock the doors, shutting Masika out completely.

“Are you okay?” Masika pushed herself off the ground and onto her feet.

They’d landed on what appeared to be an open road, flanked on either side by dark clouds and a blanket of stars. A single streetlight hovered above them, the flashing red light washing the concrete in a faded crimson hue.

“I’m fine.” Irene dusted off her knees as she stood up. “Let’s just keep moving.”

“Do you …” Masika cleared her throat. “Do you want to talk about it?”

Irene stalked forward, ignoring Masika’s question. “We need to find the next door.”

“Look.” Masika sighed, following after her. “You don’t have to pretend like everything is fine. If you need to talk about your mother—”

“Don’t.” Irene whirled around, eyes blazing with anger. “I’m serious, Masi. That topic is off limits and you know it.”

“Your past doesn’t go away if you ignore it.” Masika knew she was pushing her luck, but she figured she’d never have another opportunity to talk about it. “The more you pretend it doesn’t exist, the more it consumes you.”

“You’re one to talk,” Irene spat out, venom lacing her words. “Taking nightly trips to Memorium. Crying yourself to sleep.”

Masika flinched, only fueling Irene’s tirade. “What? You thought I didn’t know? That I hadn’t noticed you writing those pathetic letters and leaving them in Memorium.”

Masika clenched her fists. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Irene let out a bark of laughter. “Seriously? You can’t lecture me about accepting my past when you’re still so clearly living in yours.”

“That’s … that’s different.”

“How? I mean, we’ve been friends since I got here, and this entire time you’ve refused to tell me who you lost to the Demien Order. How the hell do you expect me to open up to you about my old life when you don’t tell me anything? We’re supposed to be friends, and it feels like there’s just this … this trench. This massive, gaping rift between us. And no matter what, you’ll never open up and just tell me—”

“Her name was Catherine.”

Silence fell between them as the words tumbled out of Masika’s mouth. She hadn’t meant to say them out loud, but they’d sprung out of her without warning.

Irene blinked, stunned. It was hard to decipher what she was thinking, but Masika could sense a cloud of uncertainty hovering over her.

“Catherine.” Irene repeated the name slowly. “And she was your …” Her voice faded as she struggled to find the right answer.

Masika sighed. “Friend … at first. And then I suppose you could have called her my girlfriend. Though now it’s hard to tell what was real and what wasn’t.”

She waited for Irene to say something. The streetlight creaked above them, the noise mixing with the roar of the wind.

When Irene finally did speak, her voice was softer, no longer equipped to kill. “Did she … did she tell you why she left?”

“Kind of.” Masika swallowed the lump in her throat. “If you count a barely legible note left on my nightstand.”

She would have preferred for Catherine to have left nothing behind. Her note had only made things worse. The part that didn’t make any sense, that still didn’t, was how quickly it had all happened. Shouldn’t Masika have noticed something? A change in her demeanor? A shift in her tone? But everything had seemed fine, until it wasn’t. And once Masika had realized what had happened—it was too late.

She had lost her. But that had always been Masika’s fatal flaw—she could delude herself about anything, convince herself that everything was fine, even when reality itself was crumbling.

When she was crumbling.

“She shouldn’t have left without saying goodbye.”

The words caught Masika by surprise, bringing her back to reality. “What?”

“Catherine. She shouldn’t have left without saying goodbye. Properly. She should have at least had the decency to tell you to your face.”

They stared at one another for a moment. Irene seemed to be on the precipice of saying something else, her mouth opening and closing, but she must have changed her mind, because she simply shook her head and said, “We should keep moving. We’ve already wasted enough time.”

Masika wasn’t going to push her luck. It was clear that Irene had no intention of continuing the conversation, and that was simply going to have to be the end of it.

They walked along the paved road in resolute silence. Time moved differently in the Ether, so it was nearly impossible to tell if it had been five minutes or five hours. Everything seemed to bleed together, like the feeling of waking up from a dream. Eventually, they crossed through the final door, which led them to another landscape—a forest of redwood trees dotted with powdery snow. The sky above them was a pale lilac shade, two crescent moons illuminating the dense forest, enveloping the landscape in an ethereal glow.

Masika shivered, wrapping her arms around her chest. “We’re close. I can feel it.”

And that was when she spotted the small yellow cottage tucked within the trees.

Thick, rotten branches encircled the house like a cage—jagged thorns sticking out from each one. Dark storm clouds hovered directly over the rooftop, thunder rumbling deep within.

“Great,” Irene muttered, teeth chattering. “That’s at least two different wards over the house.”

She was right. Various protective wards had been placed around the target soul, each one more complicated than the last. It was normal for lost souls to create their own wards, a way for them to prolong their inevitable crossing, but these barriers seemed deliberate. Expertly detailed and complex.

“These wards weren’t naturally created,” noted Masika as they approached the cottage. “I bet these were placed as part of the trial.”

“Well, good thing we have you.” Irene nudged her. “Defensive magic does seem to be your specialty lately.”

Masika smirked. Of course. Irene was still slightly bothered by Masika’s ability to dismantle the ward outside Calligan’s office. Masika approached the house and glanced into the front window. Through the foggy glass, she could see the target soul standing at the foot of a bed. It was a kid. A girl no more than eight or nine. She had dirty-blond hair and unruly bangs falling over her eyes, rosy cheeks soaked with tears.

And, more importantly, she was staring down at her dying body.

Nobody knew exactly why certain souls found themselves unable to cross over, stuck between the world of the living and the Other Side. It had been vaguely explained to Masika upon first arriving at Blackwood. Lost souls died with a set of perfect ingredients—a traumatic death, excessive baggage, and a relentless desperation to hold on, no matter the cost.

Which meant that most people who died could cross over without a hiccup. But there were a stubborn few who needed their help.

She reached her hand out, examining the pointed thorns sprouting from the thick branches. Strings of gold trickled from her fingertips, wrapping around each individual thorn like a cocoon.

Masika glanced over her shoulder. “You want to help with the other side?”

“Already on it.”

They worked in silence. It was a tedious and arduous process, one that required total concentration. Masika could feel herself becoming increasingly drained, a palpable exhaustion weighing down her bones.

She was being leached of her magic.

With every push, with every inch of the ward she dismantled, a dense pressure swept over her, inundating her with fatigue. By the time she finished dismantling her side of the ward, she could barely keep her eyes open.

Irene hobbled over, snow crunching beneath her boots. The skin beneath her eyes had begun to darken, a constellation of broken blood vessels marring her face. Masika had no doubt that she probably looked just as wrecked.

“Finished.”

Masika nodded, fiddling with the last of her section. “I’m about done.”

“They really outdid themselves with this one,” muttered Irene with a scowl. “Imagine if we hadn’t partnered up. It would have taken you hours.”

Masika could only nod in response. She’d suddenly become too tired to formulate coherent sentences.

“Well, let’s get this over with.” Irene stepped forward, walking straight through the wall as if it were nothing but air. Masika followed after her. The wallpaper on the other side was chipped and peeling, the floorboards rotten and warped. The more decay present, the more the soul was suffering.

A brief yet overwhelming rush of sorrow struck Masika’s chest.

She’s only a child.

For a moment, the little girl didn’t appear to notice them, too fixated on her dying body to pay them any mind. But then Irene cleared her throat and the little girl’s gaze snapped up to meet hers.

“Hello,” Irene said simply. “What’s your name?”

The little girl gawked up at her in disbelief, jaw slack and eyes wide. Irene shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. When the little girl remained silent, Irene leaned forward and snapped her fingers in front of her face.

“Helloooo? Can you hear me?”

“Don’t snap at her,” Masika bristled. “She’s not a dog.”

“Well, what the hell is wrong with her? She’s catatonic!”

“Just give her a second,” Masika pleaded.

Irene scoffed. “I don’t have a second. We have to go find my soul next, remember?”

“I thought you said you weren’t worried about being late.”

“I’m not!”

And then a noise cut through the air. A biting, grating noise that shocked them into silence. The little girl had begun to sob, wailing with her head thrown back and tears streaming down her face.

“Oh, no.” Irene staggered backward, horrified. “No. Absolutely not. You deal with that.”

Masika winced as she approached the young girl. Her cries were earsplitting, like fingernails scraping against a chalkboard. But as Masika knelt in front of her, dropping to her eye level, the little girl’s cries subsided into a muffled sniffle.

“Hey,” Masika whispered, wiping a tear from the child’s face. “Are you okay?”

The girl rubbed her eyes. “Am I … am I really … am I really—”

“Jesus Christ,” Irene muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose.

Masika shot her a warning glare. Irene rolled her eyes and mimed zipping her lips.

She turned back toward the girl. “Don’t worry. We’re here to help. It’s time for you to pass on.”

“Pass on?”

“You get to cross over. And only the very best souls get to cross over.”

The little girl tried glancing back at her body, but Masika stepped in front of her, delicately placing the tip of her finger against the girl’s chin and angling her face toward her. “I wouldn’t fixate on that. How about we get you ready to cross over? Does that sound like a good idea?”

The little girl nodded, wiping her face. “But … will I see my family again?”

“Yes,” Masika lied. “They’ll cross over and find you.”

It wasn’t a certainty. Nothing was. Masika had no way of knowing whether the girl’s parents would cross over as Corrupted Souls or if they’d make it to the Other Side. But Masika knew there was no point in divulging that information to the kid, not unless she wanted to prolong the process for the rest of eternity.

“I’m scared,” the little girl whimpered. “Will it hurt?”

“No,” Masika assured her, lightly placing her hand against her cheek. “I’ll make sure it doesn’t.”

There it was. The familiar glow emanating from the child’s body. The sign that her soul was ready to cross over. Masika’s magic sparked in recognition—a buzzing in her limbs and a warmth pooling in her chest. The golden sphere of light traveled through her body and down her arms, spreading into each individual finger. And before the little girl could second-guess what was about to happen, Masika lunged forward, shoving her fist through the young girl’s chest, deep into the core of her soul.

For a moment—Masika could see everything. Feel everything. The little girl’s entire life laid out before her, playing in her mind like a broken record. Every painful memory. Every heartbreak. Tears shed, hidden beneath covers. Hopes shattered before they could reach fruition. But glimmers of light floated within the darkness. Moments of happiness. Of unfiltered joy. Her first day of school. Riding in the car with her parents, warm air trickling in through the window and the faint scent of jasmine perfume. Kisses before bedtime and magical stories whispered between bouts of laughter. So much laughter. It echoed against her skull, ringing out for all eternity, consuming every inch of Masika’s mind.

And then it stopped.

The little girl’s form began to fade, her limbs growing translucent, until the only thing left in front of them was a single light, a glowing wisp hovering in the air.

The light flickered—and then she was gone.

Masika collapsed onto her knees seconds after, her head swimming violently and stomach churning.

Irene approached her, squatting down next to her. Her lips curved into a wry smile. “Ready for the next one?”
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EMILIO

Emilio had the instinctive feeling that he had missed something. That somewhere along the line, a piece of the puzzle had shifted without him knowing, and now he was left scrambling, attempting to play catch up. It was the only thing that could explain why Augustine Hughes, of all people, had decided to join them in the Ether.

Emilio hadn’t been at all surprised when Olivier had appeared behind him almost immediately after crossing the threshold. He’d silently expected the two of them to partner up, especially given the fact that Olivier knew that reaping wasn’t exactly Emilio’s specialty. But what he hadn’t expected was to find August beside Olivier. It felt unexplainably strange, not to mention wildly out of character. The weirdest part was the way Olivier was acting, as though it were perfectly normal that he was now working alongside August, and that this supposed partnership required no explanation.

They’d spent the first hour crossing through a few different doors, traversing the various landscapes of the Ether. August and Olivier kept whispering to one another. Emilio didn’t want to admit it, but he felt acutely dejected. It was clear they were leaving him out of something, and Emilio couldn’t help but feel as though his presence was just a formality.

Like they’d allowed him to join merely out of pity.

After crossing through a desert landscape riddled with spindly trees and craggy mountains, they came upon a crooked door marked with geometric shapes.

August placed his hand on the door. “This is it. It’s behind this one.” He had, of course, insisted on finding his target soul first. Olivier seemed perfectly content to follow his orders, which infuriated Emilio to no end. Usually, Olivier would find some snarky quip to challenge August with, but this time … nothing.

When they crossed through, they entered a new landscape. It was a dense, lush forest filled with towering redwood trees, eucalyptus and pine overwhelming Emilio’s senses. Fireflies hovered in the air, their tiny bodies emanating a soft yellow glow.

“This way,” commanded August. He trudged forward, swatting a firefly away from his face with comical exaggeration.

Emilio attempted to get Olivier’s attention, desperate to ask him what the hell was going on, but Olivier seemed completely oblivious. Even once they found August’s target soul, an old man trapped within a protective ward made of bramble and thorned vines, Olivier kept his gaze squarely fixed on August.

Despite their having stuck together so far, August insisted on dismantling the protective ward on his own. Something about his technique required total isolation. So, much to Emilio’s relief, he and Olivier were finally awarded a moment to themselves. The two of them retreated farther into the woods, offering August the space he had requested.

Olivier was leaning against the trunk of a tree, his eyes still glued to August and whatever he was doing to the ward. God—had he always been this interested in August?

After a few painful minutes of silence, Emilio finally caved in. He couldn’t help himself.

“You’re staring,” he muttered, tugging at the sleeves of his sweater.

Olivier crossed his arms and looked up in confusion. “Pardon?”

“Actually, you’re gawking.”

“And apparently having a stroke. What on earth are you talking about?”

Emilio sighed. Screw it. He might as well just put it out there and ask.

“Is there something going on between you two?”

“Is there—what?” Olivier nearly slipped from his position against the tree. “Emilio, my love, have you lost your mind? Are you running a fever?”

“You haven’t stopped staring at him,” muttered Emilio, feeling a bit foolish. “I mean … you were practically drooling just then.” He glanced up at Olivier through his lashes and found him staring back with the oddest expression on his face. Lips curled up slightly. Eyes beaming.

“What?” Emilio asked. “What’s that look for?”

Olivier’s face split into a grin.

“You’re jealous.”

Emilio scoffed.

“I am not.”

“You are.”

“I’m not jealous.”

“You are the epitome of jealousy.”

“You’re being stupid.” Emilio turned away from him, staring at the canopy of trees above them. “I’m just—I’m looking out for you. I know August is nice to look at, and it’s easy to get distracted by him, but—”

“You think August is nice to look at?”

Emilio glanced over his shoulder. Olivier was no longer smiling.

“Well, obviously.” Emilio gestured toward August in the distance. He was still working on dismantling the protective ward, dark brows creased together in concentration and mouth twisted into a withering frown. “He’s … him.”

A similar crease formed between Olivier’s brows.

Emilio sighed. “What?”

“Well …” Olivier shook his head and cleared his throat. “I just didn’t realize he was your type.”

Emilio inspected him for a moment. Wait. Brooding eyes. Downturned mouth. Nervous fidget in his hands.

“Oh my God,” Emilio whispered, his lips curving into a smile.

“What?”

“You’re jealous.”

Olivier chuckled. “Oh, don’t be ridiculous—”

“You are! Look at you. You’re all red and squirmy.” It was true. Olivier’s cheeks were flushed and he was anxiously tugging at the collar of his shirt. “You’re jealous. You can’t stand that I find him attractive.”

“Look, I have no problem with you finding him attractive. We obviously both agree that Augustine Hughes is gorgeous. I mean, we’re not blind, for Christ’s sake—”

“I didn’t say gorgeous …”

“—and either way, there’s nothing going on between us. We just came to an agreement that an alliance would be beneficial.”

The wonderful feeling building in Emilio’s stomach vanished, replaced by a horrible sense of impending doom.

“You made an alliance with August?” Emilio echoed in confusion. “Why would you do that?”

“Because …” Olivier shrugged, kicking a pebble beneath his feet.

“Wow.” Emilio chuckled. “What a detailed explanation. Thank you.”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“Clearly not.”

Olivier pushed himself away from the tree and crossed the space between them in a few long strides. He towered over Emilio in a way that made Emilio feel impossibly small. Usually, he enjoyed the feeling. It was strangely comforting. But now, with that scornful look in Olivier’s eyes and the seriousness in his expression, the feeling was less than ideal.

“If you have something to say—then say it.” Olivier inspected Emilio’s face, and Emilio could practically feel his eyes against his skin. “Is there any other reason that you wouldn’t want me working with August? Any at all.”

Emilio swallowed.

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m …” Warmth spread through Emilio’s neck, rising to his cheeks. “I don’t know.”

“Emilio …” Olivier’s expression softened. The disdain in his eyes morphed into something else. It took Emilio a second to realize that he recognized it. It was the same thing he felt inside himself. The same breathtaking feeling that flooded through him every time he looked at Olivier.

Longing.

Emilio had the sudden urge to reach up, grab Olivier by the shoulders and place his mouth upon his. He could do it. He knew he could. But he was so scared. He was scared of rejection. Of ruining what they already had. Of finding out that maybe the terrifying feelings he felt for Olivier weren’t reciprocated.

But most of all … he was scared of losing him.

“It’s done.” August appeared in front of them, dusting off his hands.

Olivier let out a sigh and stepped away from Emilio.

“Already?” he asked, a slight hint of annoyance in his voice.

“Don’t sound so surprised.” August looked between them, as though he sensed he had interrupted something. “We should move on to the next soul. Olivier, I assume you’d like to go next?”

Emilio couldn’t stop the question from pouring out of him. “You’re not going to leave?”

August raised his brows in bemusement. “Why would I do that?”

“Well, you have no use for us anymore,” Emilio muttered. “You’ve already finished your part. What’s stopping you from just going back to Blackwood?”

August sighed and turned away, fixing his gaze on Olivier. “Can you handle this?”

A foreign sense of rage burned inside Emilio, a buildup of frustration that had him stepping forward and blurting out a response.

“I’m not his dog.”

August blinked in surprise. Emilio flinched, anticipating some sort of rebuttal, but none came. Instead, August merely nodded his head and said, “No. You’re right. I’m sorry.” He sighed and stepped closer. “Look, Emilio. I have no hidden agenda here. I think an alliance between us … all of us … would be beneficial. So—no. I’m not going to just leave. I said I would help both of you, and I will.”

Emilio stared back in bewilderment. That wasn’t the response he had expected.

“Oh.”

August smirked. “Now … if we’re done with the interrogation, we should probably move on to the next soul. I don’t know about you two, but I’m ready to—”

His words were cut short when the ground began to shake. The leaves on the trees shivered, a horrible cracking sound erupting from below them. Emilio glanced at Olivier, panic coursing through him.

“Did you … feel that?”

August looked between them. “We need to find the next door. Now.”

But just as the words left his lips, a crack split the ground between them, sending Emilio and Olivier flying in one direction and August in another. The crack widened into a gaping rift, chunks of earth crumbling and falling into the unending abyss. It only grew wider with every passing second, and Emilio found himself scrambling backward as the abyss widened, threatening to pull him under.

A set of hands wrapped around his chest and tugged him to safety just as the crack split beneath his legs.

Olivier’s lips brushed against Emilio’s ear, his ragged breaths echoing behind him.

“Are you—are you all right?”

Emilio shook his head. No. I’m not. But he couldn’t get the words to come out. His mind had shut off, his body running on autopilot. Through the chaos, he could vaguely see August on the other side of the fissure, hoisting himself onto his feet. He seemed fine, though his arms were coated in fresh cuts, blood staining his white shirt.

“Go!” he heard August call out from the other side, his voice muffled by the roar of the earthquake. “Find your door! I’ll locate you!”

Olivier grabbed Emilio by the wrist and began to run. A glowing path led them through the crumbling forest, but all Emilio could focus on was Olivier next to him.

He couldn’t let go.

He couldn’t lose him.

The thought propelled him forward. He clung to it with feverish determination. Even once they located the door and sprinted through it, falling into a different landscape, safely away from the crumbling forest, the thought still echoed in his mind like an incessant warning bell.

He couldn’t lose him. He couldn’t lose him. He couldn’t—

“Emilio.” Olivier was staring at him with wild and frantic eyes. “Breathe. It’s okay. You’re safe.”

But he couldn’t. He couldn’t stop the panic rising in his throat.

Everything was entropy and chaos, a never-ending stream of noise and color and—

“You’re safe,” Olivier repeated, his voice a steady presence. And then he gently lowered his forehead onto Emilio’s, and everything seemed to soften. The cadence of Emilio’s breathing. The sound of the wind against his ears.

Emilio opened his eyes. Olivier stared back at him.

“Better?”

Emilio managed a feeble nod. “Yeah. Better.”

Olivier hesitated, forehead still pressed against Emilio’s, before reluctantly pulling away. A tense silence stretched between them, the weight of the moment lingering in the air.

Olivier cleared his throat. “Well. Probably best if we keep moving.” He hesitated, staring down at Emilio, before turning on his heels and walking away.

The fear no longer shackled Emilio as he walked steadily behind Olivier, matching his pace. But despite the calm that had washed over him, there was still that single thought bouncing around in his head, plaguing him. A thought he was certain would never go away.

He couldn’t lose him.
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AUGUST

Stupid, stupid, stupid. August cursed under his breath as he stumbled through the next door, separating himself from the crumbling forest and crossing into a new landscape—a single paved road flanked by a black, starry darkness. It stretched endlessly on either side of the concrete road, as though the road were floating among the stars, suspended within the universe.

His instincts were telling him to run. To go back to Blackwood and leave Emilio and Olivier behind. But he had promised them that he wouldn’t. And though his promises usually meant nothing, he couldn’t afford to break this one.

August looked inward, scouring his internal map. He could vaguely make out their coordinates, though everything was strangely hazy. As though something, or perhaps someone, was purposefully obstructing his spacial magic. Probably another one of Silas’s tricks—another roadblock meant to throw them off-kilter.

It didn’t matter. He could find them. He just needed to focus.

Determination propelled him forward. Every few minutes, he’d check to see if he could feel Emilio and Olivier’s position, but that insufferable haze was still draped over everyone’s location, making it nearly impossible to determine where they were in the Ether. He was considering kissing his promise goodbye when he spotted someone else in the distance, a lone figure standing at the center of the road.

It was a girl. One of the transitioned students who had experienced the Forgetting. Her skin was gray and translucent, feathering out at the edges. Despite the fact that August was walking straight toward her, she made no indication that she saw him. Her face was an emotionless mask, eyes empty and vacant.

He approached her slowly.

“Hey.” August waved his hand in front of her face and the girl blinked, slowly shifting her gaze toward him. “Have you seen two people walk by here recently? A tall boy with blond hair and a short one with a frumpy sweater and a nervous disposition?”

The girl’s face remained blank, her eyes glazed over. When she spoke, her voice was eerily monotonous.

“The Ether casts judgment upon the forsaken one. It demands to be fed. It seeks the sacrifices so that balance may be restored.”

“Right …” August cleared his throat. “So … that would be a no?”

A second voice echoed behind him.

“Don’t bother. She’s one of the zombies. A total lost cause.”

August whirled around to find a boy standing behind him. He had dark hair that fell to his shoulders and tired-looking eyes framed by round glasses. Just like the other transitioned students, his form flickered in and out, his skin slightly translucent. But unlike the girl August had just spoken to, this boy seemed completely normal despite his … condition.

“What is she on about?”

“Dunno.” The boy shrugged and stepped closer. When he moved, his form glitched, like static on a screen. “A lot of the transitioned students who have been roaming the Ether for too long start spewing the same nonsense. The Ether casts judgment upon the forsaken one. It demands to be fed. Blah, blah, blah. It’s rather annoying.”

August eyed the boy skeptically.

“How long have you been here?”

“I lost count somewhere around the hundred-year mark …”

August’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “But you seem—”

“Normal? Not clinically insane?” He chuckled. “Most of us aren’t. But after a while, something starts to change …”

August shivered at the thought. It must be a terrifying experience—knowing that eventually, without warning, you’d start to lose yourself to the Ether. Your mind splintering. Your personality fading. Until you were nothing but a walking vessel for Blackwood, reaping lost souls for all eternity.

He cleared his throat.

“Well. I’m looking for—”

“I heard,” the boy interjected. “But I haven’t seen them. I haven’t seen anyone for a while, actually.”

There was a palpable sorrow in his voice that made August want to run in the opposite direction, to distance himself as much as possible.

“I should keep moving.” August began to walk down the road.

“Could you …” The boy called out to him, his voice wavering with desperation. “Could you stay for a while? Just … talk to me. Please.”

August came to a halt, an unwelcome memory slicing through his mind.

His mother lying on her bed, pallid and devoid of life. August kneeling beside her, begging for her to come back, not to leave them like this. But his mother was gone. He knew it as he held her cold hand in his own. He knew it as his sister bellowed behind him, grabbing him by the shoulders, pulling with all her might.

“Please, Augustine.” Her words were strangled by her tears. “Just talk to me. Please.”

August shuddered as he pushed himself out of the memory and back into the present. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the boy staring back at him. At a distance, his form was almost completely translucent, his expression barely visible through the haze.

“I can’t,” August whispered, turning away. He ignored the pain pounding at his chest, the darkness desperate to break free. A part of him wanted to turn around, to offer the boy some semblance of peace, but he couldn’t. So August continued forward, walking down the road in resolute silence. And though he didn’t turn around, he could feel the boy’s presence fade, drifting aimlessly with the wind, as though he were nothing but smoke.
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WREN

The Blackwood door had transported Wren to a mountainous landscape with jagged cliffs and a star-speckled sky. Dozens of shimmering constellations hovered above her, each one giving off a yellow sheen, as though they were made from golden honey. A dense, lush forest decorated either side of the path, thick greenery covered in crooked branches and opaque shadows.

Wren had to admit—it was beautiful. But she also knew that the Ether’s beauty was nothing compared to the darkness lurking inside it.

The transitioned students lingered on the periphery, wandering along the horizon. Dread pooled in her stomach at the thought of joining them. She couldn’t. Not after all the work she had put in. Not after all the sacrifices she had made.

It simply wasn’t an option.

Wren knew she could easily call upon her spacial magic to locate the other students, but she had no interest in teaming up with one of the others. She had always worked alone during her reaping assignments, and she wasn’t about to change her habits just for the sake of the Decennial. Either way, her spacial magic seemed to be obstructed now, an impenetrable fog clouding her internal map.

She had noticed something, however, even through the haze. August was close to Emilio and Olivier. In fact, she was fairly certain they were together. Which meant that they had formed an alliance.

Something unfamiliar surged in her chest. A bitter and horrible feeling.

Wren groaned and pushed the unwanted emotion aside. It was a stupid thing to feel. What did she have to be jealous of? If August wanted to form alliances, then far be it from her to stop him. Either way, Wren liked working alone. She’d even expressed this to Louise earlier in the week when she’d been teaching her about the Ether.

They’d been sitting next to the hearth in Pettyworth House, curled up by the roaring fire after a long day of classes.

“So … let me make sure I understand it correctly,” Louise had said. “Every door takes you to a different landscape?”

“Exactly. And there are an infinite number of doors.”

Louise’s eyes had widened in awe. “Then how do you know where you’re going?”

“It’s a bit hard to explain. Our magic works like a compass of sorts. It guides me through the Ether. I can feel the lost soul calling to me. Almost like this pull inside you.”

“And you do this alone?”

“Not necessarily,” Wren explained. “Sometimes they give you partners. I just happen to like working alone.”

Louise’s eyes instantly brightened.

“Well, who knows … maybe once I develop my magic and get good enough, the two of us can do it together.” She’d fiddled with the ruffles on her socks, sheepishly looking up at Wren through her lashes. “I know you said you prefer working alone, but … it could be fun.”

A sense of unease had sparked within Wren at the mere thought of entering the Ether with somebody else. Louise, however, had looked so painfully earnest in that moment. Her eyes wide. Her mouth curved into a hopeful grin.

“I don’t know. I just …” Wren had attempted to find the right words. “I don’t trust myself enough to work with others.”

Louise’s smile had faltered. “What do you mean?”

“It’s hard to explain.”

“Try me.”

The words had pressed against her tongue, begging for release, though she’d simply dismissed Louise’s request and bid her good night. It wasn’t that she hadn’t wanted to tell her.

She had—she did.

She was desperate to tell someone the truth—that working with somebody else terrified her because then she’d run the risk of hurting them. Of disappointing them. And despite everything she had learned at Blackwood, a part of her feared she was still the same girl she had been back in her old life. The girl who hurt those around her with her reckless behavior. The girl who didn’t think before acting. Who fought against those who cared about her if it meant freeing herself from their expectations.

The girl who had caused the accident.

Wren pushed the painful memories away as she staggered to a halt. She let out a strained breath and pressed her hands against her knees. Enough. She had to remain focused. If she wasn’t going to partner up with anybody else, then she needed to make sure she was faster than all of them.

Wren traveled through the Ether, crossing door after door, determination propelling her forward. When she finally found her target soul—a man cowering behind a complex ward made of prickly thorns—she wasted no time. Even when the man begged for her to wait, rambling on and on about how he wasn’t ready to cross over, Wren set aside her empathy and ignored him. He’s going somewhere better, she told herself as she reached into the core of his soul and ushered him into the Other Side, watching as his body faded into a shimmering wisp of light.

Exhaustion flooded her body instantly. The time for rest would have to wait. She had to find her way back before the others beat her there. If she was last … if she was eliminated … she would never forgive herself.

But before Wren could begin to locate the door back to Blackwood—something shifted in the air. It crawled against her skin, a prickling sensation that raised the hairs on the back of her neck.

Something was watching her.

The pressure of eyes dug into Wren’s flesh like pointed claws. She whirled on her heels, scanning her surroundings, but all she could see was the seemingly endless forest around her. Dense greenery. Spindly branches.

She was seconds away from breaking into a sprint when a large, swirling darkness dove toward her, sending her flying backward with a single blow. She collapsed onto the ground, her senses scrambling.

It was some sort of shadow. A billowing darkness. But Wren couldn’t help but notice how alive it felt. Like it was breathing. Sentient.

And then the shadow circled above her head and dove again.

Wren gasped and rolled out of the way, dodging the darkness just before it could reach her. When she glanced up, the entire Ether seemed to tilt.

Panic coursed through her. She scrambled to her feet, trying to figure out which way was north and which way was south. But all of her senses were being blocked by an atmospheric change, by whatever that thing was doing to the Ether. Her mind splintered in every direction, her sentience slipping, disintegrating before her very eyes. Colors melted into nothing. Shapes blurred into an incoherent jumble.

Was she going crazy?

Nothing made sense anymore. Her consciousness slipped. Black splotches flooded her vision.

There was no time to think. There was only a blaring voice in the back of her mind telling her to escape, to find a way out, to run as fast as she could. And though she could no longer see the darkness that had attacked her, she could still feel it. Lurking just beyond what she could see, hovering just out of reach.

She started running.

Blackwood wasn’t far. She had only crossed through one door.

The familiar pull tugged inside her. She zigzagged through the cluster of trees, branches scraping her arms as she ran. Each cut sent a sharp pain through her body, but she didn’t care. She just had to get back to Blackwood. She had to—

Suddenly, the ground beneath her gave way. The world around her disappeared.

And then she was falling.

Falling …

Deeper and deeper, suspended in the darkness, swallowed by a vast nothingness.

Just when she thought she would live the rest of her existence in this perpetual state, falling into eternity—everything stilled.

Had she accidentally passed through another door?

She blinked, desperate to grasp anything about her surroundings, but everything was entropy and chaos. The world around her smelled like smoke and ash. An overwhelming darkness stifled her vision.

Wren felt it everywhere. That rotting, decaying thing consuming every inch of this land.

And then a horrible thought bounced through her mind.

The shadow.

It could be nearby. Waiting for her.

Wren tried to scream for help, but her voice sounded disembodied, as if it were floating above her and around her. As if the particles of her very soul were being ripped apart at the seams.

Something was changing inside her. Her atoms shifted. Her body twisted.

And then she felt it.

Everywhere. All at once. Consuming every inch of her body without remorse.

Pain.
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AUGUST

He felt it instantly. An internal rupture. A cataclysmic shift.

August tore his promise to shreds. His word was meaningless now. There was only one thing that mattered.

She was the only thing that had ever mattered.

He called upon his spacial magic, mustering up all the energy inside him to push through Silas’s block. The pressure threatened to pull him under, the exhaustion pounding at his chest. Wait for me, he begged silently, tearing away the haze on his internal map and locating her. And then he was traveling through the Ether at a dizzying speed, crossing through each door with a burning determination. With one name branded into his heart. Seared into his soul.

Wren. Wren. Wren.
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WREN

There was no going back from this. No repairing what had broken.

Something, somehow, was killing her.

She couldn’t see. Couldn’t think. She could only focus on the pain. The never-ending, unfiltered pain that had taken over. She wanted to vomit. To cry. To scream. But all she could do was lie there, her body violently convulsing, unwillingly subjugating herself to wave after wave of torture.

And then she was weightless. Floating through time and space, moving through the darkness.

Somebody was speaking to her. A voice. A presence. The land around her disintegrated and she was back in the forest, back in the familiar glow of the Ether.

“Loughty.”

That voice.

That familiar, gravelly voice. She knew that voice. She’d always know that voice.

“August.”

He was running, cradling her body, arms holding her steady. Wren couldn’t comprehend where they were going or how far they were from Blackwood, only that her soul, slowly but surely, was fading.

“Talk to me.” He sounded so clear. So close. “Tell me what happened back there.”

Wren shuddered. “I needed you.”

She wasn’t sure if she imagined it, but she swore she heard him laugh.

“I’m going to want that in writing.”

“I’m very cold.”

“I know, darling. Just keep talking.”

But Wren couldn’t remember why she had been talking or where she was or what she was saying. She could only focus on the ash dancing against her tongue, the ice running through her veins, the soft murmur lulling her to sleep. And then a marvelous thought occurred to her.

“August. I think I’m dying.”

“You’re already dead.” His voice sounded too far away, warped, fragmented against an invisible veil. “You can’t die again.”

“But maybe I can,” Wren said. “Maybe I finally figured it out.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re going to be fine.”

August sounded like he was out of breath, his chest rising and falling violently against Wren’s cheek. For a brief moment she pressed her ear against his chest, searching for a heartbeat, only to remember that neither of them had a pulse anymore. What a silly thing to do, Wren thought to herself.

“What’s silly?” August asked.

But Wren couldn’t hear him anymore. Not really. She was aware of his voice, the sound of it running down her skin like warm water, but she was beginning to lose the ability to piece his words together, their meaning coming undone before they could reach her ears.

“Just let me go,” Wren whispered.

“Not a chance.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologize for.” August’s voice shook. “Nothing.”

She glanced up, gathering all the energy she had left to peel her eyes open and stare at the outline of August’s face. There was that little scar etched into the skin beneath his eye, a line of scar tissue adorning his right cheekbone. She lifted a shaking hand, desperate to trace it, to feel it against the tip of her finger, but August seemed to be fading, drifting farther and farther from her grasp.

“Look at me.” August’s voice was hoarse. Desperate. “Wren. Please. Open your eyes and look at me.”

She smiled. “It would take me dying for you to call me by my first name.”

“You’re not—” His breath hitched in his throat, silence reverberating in the space between them.

“It was my fault,” Wren rasped, eyelids fluttering closed. “I shouldn’t have let her drive. I should—I should have kept her safe.”

“Tell me about it when we get back to Blackwood.”

“I can’t.”

“For fuck’s sake—”

He was using magic. She could taste it in the air.

“Look at me, darling. Open your eyes. Please.”

“My hands are covered in blood.”

“There’s no blood. You’re not bleeding.”

Wren wanted to tell August that it wasn’t her blood she felt, but that the blood ran so deep through her that some nights she couldn’t bear to be inside her own skin. That some nights, when nothing else brought her respite, she still prayed to a God she didn’t believe in to strike her down and put her out of her misery.

The last thing she heard was August’s voice as the world grew dark.

Please. Don’t leave me.
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OLIVIER

Emilio slumped to his knees as he finished reaping his target soul, a shaky breath rattling his chest. Olivier looked on with sympathy. It was the same nauseating exhaustion he felt coursing through his own limbs—like his muscles had been coated in concrete, his head wrapped with iron chains.

Olivier approached him and gently placed his hand upon his shoulder.

“Are you all right?”

Emilio flinched. “I’m … I’m fine.”

Olivier knew he was lying, concealing his true feelings for Olivier’s benefit. He’d felt it since the earthquake. Emilio was terrified. It made Olivier feel irritatingly helpless. There must be something he could do to help Emilio. Words he could string together to fix whatever had broken inside him.

He’d been seconds away from making a terrible joke in the hope of making Emilio laugh when an arched door materialized in front of them. It was made of red brick and thorned ivy, golden beams of light swirling beneath the surface.

“Well …” Olivier helped Emilio onto his feet. “Looks like we’re done.”

Emilio hesitated, staring up at the door with a sullen expression.

“August never came back for us.”

“I’m sure he tried.”

“Doubt it.”

“To be fair, I can’t seem to locate him either,” Olivier said. It was true. He’d attempted quite a few times since they got separated, and hadn’t been able to find August. It was as though Olivier’s internal map had been messed with. “Everything is hazy. Probably one of Silas’s tricks.”

Emilio sighed. “Maybe.”

God—he looked so drained. So exhausted. Olivier had an almost uncontrollable urge to wrap his arms around Emilio and hold him together. But something about the strangely detached look in Emilio’s eyes led him to believe that what he really needed was space. And though it physically pained Olivier to be away from him, he would happily distance himself from Emilio if it would make him feel better.

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to get out of here.” He gestured toward the door and mustered a strained smile. “After you?”

Emilio nodded feebly and stepped forward. He offered Olivier one final look before opening the door and walking through it. Olivier followed after him, perhaps only a few seconds behind, and crossed through the door.

He passed the threshold, appearing back in Blackwood. It took him a moment to orient himself, a bit dazed from the crossing. He looked around and realized he had been transported a few yards from the main gates.

Emilio, however, was nowhere to be found.

Panic instantly sparked inside him.

Calm down, Olivier. There was no need to worry. The door probably transported everyone to a different area in Blackwood, and Emilio must simply be across campus somewhere.

Or maybe it’s another trick.

No. They had completed the trial. They had done everything they were supposed to do.

The only thing Olivier could do now was make his way back to the Opal Chamber and wait for the remaining nominees. He was certain Emilio would be there. He was certain he was perfectly—A loud crackling sound interrupted his thoughts. Like a distant clap of thunder.

In his periphery, he noticed a blurry haze of movement flickering through the fog, the vague outline of something, or someone, crossing through the entry gates and stumbling deeper into the grounds. The rational part of his brain told him to ignore the disruption, to stay focused and head to the Opal Chamber.

But Olivier Dupont had never known himself to be a rational person.

He picked up his pace and walked in the direction of the noise. At first, there appeared to be nothing out of the ordinary. The night was quiet. The dormitories looming in the distance, still and dark. Maybe he’d simply imagined it.

But then something shifted in the darkness. A figure.

It drifted toward Bonestrod. Olivier trailed after it, cursing under his breath as he tried his best to keep up. He ran, careful not to trip over the tangled roots sprouting from the ground, until he was only a few yards away from the steps of Bonestrod.

And then—the figure stopped.

It looked right at him.

Olivier conjured a shard of light from his hand, illuminating a straight path in front of him. For a few seconds, he couldn’t understand what he was looking at, and then the light subsided and the image became clear.

August was cradling Wren’s limp body in his arms, her head lolling back and forth like a rag doll’s. Her skin was ashen and pallid. Her body stiff. If he hadn’t known any better, he’d have said she looked … dead.

“Help me.” August’s voice was hoarse, marred by a tone of anguish that sent a shiver up Olivier’s spine. “I need to set her down. Please.”

Olivier nodded, swallowing back his panic, and helped August carry Wren inside Bonestrod. As they gently placed her upon the floor, Olivier couldn’t help but notice that August was shaking, his eyes bloodshot and wide. Olivier wasn’t certain what had happened, but it clearly had cost August.

Olivier reached out to smooth a strand of hair away from Wren’s cheek, but the second his fingers brushed her skin, he recoiled in terror.

“She’s freezing,” he whispered. “Like she’s been submerged in ice.”

“I know.” August wiped a bead of sweat from his brow and pushed his curls away from his face. “I need you to hold her steady while I try to bring her back.”

“Try to—what?” Olivier stared up at him in bewilderment. “What do you mean you need to bring her back? Bring her back from where?”

“You don’t understand.”

“Then help me.” Olivier gripped August by his collar, pulling him closer. “You need to tell me what the hell happened back there. I want to help. But what you’re saying right now, what you’re insinuating … it’s impossible.”

August shut his eyes.

“She’s dying.”

Olivier paled. “But she’s already—”

“I know.” The muscles in August’s jaw leapt. “I’m aware. But there are different kinds of death We’ve experienced our mortal death, but this … this is something different. Her soul is fading. It’s … I don’t know how to explain it, okay?”

Olivier shuddered. “When did this happen?”

“I found her like this in the Ether. I think … something was draining her soul.” A wave of nausea recoiled in Olivier’s stomach. “It vanished when I found her.”

They were running out of time. Olivier could sense it. The stench of death permeated the air around them. He pocketed the myriad of questions he had for later and did what he was told, lifting Wren’s head gently onto his lap. He slipped his own coat off and placed it over her chest in a futile attempt to warm her up.

“What do I do now?” Olivier asked, aware of how frantic he sounded. “Tell me what to do.”

“Just keep her steady.” August rolled up his bloodstained sleeves. “Her body will likely try to reject the process. I need you to make sure she doesn’t hurt herself.”

“Reject what?”

“I’m going to give her a piece of my own soul.”

Olivier’s head snapped up. “I’m sorry. Did I just hallucinate or did you say you’re going to give her a piece of your own soul?”

“It’s a simple extraction.”

“A simple—no.” Olivier shook his head in disbelief. He wouldn’t entertain this. “What on earth are you talking about? That’s not even possible. And even if it were, it could destroy you, August.”

“Good thing I’m not asking for your permission, then.”

Olivier gawked at him. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The idea was insane. It was a complete abomination of magic, treading the dangerous and fine line between them and the corrupt nature of shadow magic. Blackwood students knew how to extract the souls of those lost within the Ether, but Olivier had never heard of anybody extracting their own soul, much less only a fraction of it. Though he supposed most people hadn’t been audacious enough to try something so immensely dangerous.

Then again—most people weren’t August.

“Fine.” Olivier shut his eyes and released a sharp breath. “Let’s say, theoretically, you go through with this. What happens if you extract your entire soul? And not whatever fragment you intend to give to Wren? What happens then? Do you just … cease to exist?”

August paused, breath hitching slightly, and then he simply shrugged, as if Olivier had asked him what he intended to have for breakfast the next day.

“Suppose I’ll just have to try not to do that.”

Olivier wanted to wipe the brazen look off his face.

“You’re insane,” he muttered. “You know that, right?”

“So I’ve been told.”

Olivier bit the inside of his cheek. He knew there was no changing August’s mind. That he would do this with or without Olivier’s help. And despite August’s track record of being a world-class prick, Olivier wasn’t prepared to sit around and watch him destroy his own soul.

“Okay.” Olivier pressed his hands firmly on Wren’s shoulders. “I have her.”

August let out a breath of relief. He placed his own hand upon Olivier’s shoulder.

“Thank you.”

Olivier chuckled. “Don’t thank me yet.”

August scooted closer to Wren, placing his hand delicately atop her forehead. He looked shattered—eyes wide and pleading. And before Olivier could say anything else, August’s gaze hardened with bone-chilling determination.

“Whatever happens,” he whispered, voice steady, “don’t let go.”

And then he plunged his hand through his chest and into his own soul.
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AUGUST

August. I think I’m dying.

He would have done anything to stop it. To save her. And a piece of his own soul was a small price to pay in the grand scheme of things. He owed her that much.

As the world around him melted into a dizzying display of colors and shapes, August swore he heard Wren’s voice echoing somewhere in the chaos, calling out to him like a siren song. His fingers intertwined with the core of his soul, the loose ends coming undone and fraying at the seams. He had felt the edges of a soul before, when reaping lost souls to the Other Side, but this was different. This was his own essence. His entire soul threaded in the palm of his hand.

August.

One wrong move, one small twitch of his finger, and he’d risk destroying himself. August fought against the pressure building in his chest, the darkness swirling in his head. An emptiness hovered on the horizon, an inviting nothingness calling out to him. A void. A ticket out of his suffering.

August.

He could let go. It sounded inviting, a sweet release from the torment of his past. But August knew that destroying himself wouldn’t destroy the damage he’d already left behind. He needed to be there to pick up the pieces. He needed to be there for her.

“August!”

Olivier’s voice snapped him back to reality, the room around him rushing in with unwavering clarity. And before he could lose himself to the void again, August ripped his hand out of his chest, a silver sphere hovering in the palm of his hand.

His soul.

Or a fragment of it, at least.

He wasted no time, lunging forward and pressing it into Wren’s chest.

The reaction was instantaneous.

Her body jolted upward as Olivier held her down, gripping her shoulders. She began to convulse, her body seizing violently, her head slamming against the wooden floorboards with every sudden movement.

August dove forward, cupping the back of her head with his hands. He dragged her body up toward him, cradling her in his arms.

“Come on,” he muttered, cursing under his breath. “Dammit, Loughty. Wake up.”

Olivier looked on in horror. “Is it … is it working?”

August gritted his teeth, beads of sweat dampening his curls. He could feel the tremor in her body beginning to slow down, the shock slowly subsiding.

“I think so.”

When she finally stopped trembling, August gently set her down, brushing a strand of auburn hair away from her face.

“What do we do now?” Olivier whispered frantically.

“You do nothing. You don’t want to involve yourself with this.”

“And you do?”

August tensed. He met Olivier’s gaze, unflinching.

“No,” he rasped. “But I have to.”

And then, without warning, Wren’s eyes jolted open as she breathed in a strangled breath, hands clawing at her body.

“Shit!” Olivier cursed and staggered backward. “She’s—she’s awake.”

“Loughty.” August held down her hands. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”

“What—” Wren gasped, looking around, clearly disoriented. “What’s going on? Where am I?”

“Do you remember what happened in the Ether?” August asked. He hoped she did. Parts of it, at least. He needed to know details. He needed to know who’d done this to her. He would rip them limb from limb. Make them beg for mercy. There would be no sweeter sound than hearing them howling in agony. No greater pleasure than watching them suffer.

Wren’s face was still pallid, but the color was slowly washing back onto her cheeks, as if life itself had been breathed back into her.

“I was walking in the Ether,” she whispered, voice shaking. “And then something attacked me. It looked like a shadow, but … it was alive.”

August swallowed the bile rising in his throat. “Did you see anybody else?”

“No.” Wren shook her head. “Maybe. I don’t think so. It all happened too fast.” She winced and hoisted herself up onto her elbows. “I fell somewhere. I was in pain, but … I don’t know. It all gets a bit blurry from there.”

August let out a shaky breath. “I think I know what happened. But you have to promise to remain calm.”

Her face hardened.

“August. Tell me.”

He sighed.

“You fell into the Shadow Lands.”

Olivier gawked in disbelief. “What? The doors to the Shadow Lands are locked. There’s no way—”

“I know what I saw.”

Wren pressed a shaking hand against her chest. “How long was I out?”

“Not long.”

Olivier’s eyes drilled into his face, the unspoken words rattling between them.

Tell her. Tell her what you did.

But August couldn’t. If he told Wren the truth, that he’d harbored a piece of his soul inside her, it would completely rattle her. Send her flying off the handle. And he needed her to remain focused for the rest of the Decennial.

He needed to keep her safe.

“We should tell Headmaster Silas,” Wren muttered, attempting to sit up. “He’ll know what to do.”

August shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a—”

A sound echoed in the distance, cutting him off. Muffled voices were approaching, closer and closer by the second, and then the door to Bonestrod burst open and three familiar faces looked back at them.

“What the hell are you doing here?” August bristled. Irene, Masika and Emilio stood before them. They all seemed equally out of breath, their chests rising and falling rapidly. Irene was the first to break the silence, stepping forward with an exasperated sigh.

“We were following this one,” she said, motioning to Emilio, who flinched at the sound of her voice. “We found him a few minutes after appearing back in Blackwood. He was sprinting around like some madman.”

“I saw Olivier running in the distance.” Emilio scratched the side of his arm. “He looked … scared. I thought something might have happened.”

Olivier blinked at him. “And you decided to follow me?”

Emilio flushed. “Yeah. Of course.”

Olivier practically melted into a puddle on the floor. “My little knight in shining armor.”

Masika’s eyes drifted toward Wren.

“You look like you were run over by a freight train.”

“Thanks.” Wren gathered herself onto her knees. “I feel like I was.”

Emilio stepped toward her. “You really do look awful. What happened?”

“Something attacked her,” August interjected. “She was in the. Ether and a darkness led her into the Shadow Lands.”

Irene blanched. She turned to look at Wren with a surprising hint of envy. “You crossed into the Shadow Lands?”

“I guess so.” Wren rubbed her head. “Though I don’t remember much. It’s all a bit jumbled.”

“How is that possible?” Emilio’s eyes widened in concern. “I thought the Shadow Lands were guarded so Blackwood students can’t find them. We shouldn’t be able to locate them, let alone accidentally fall into them.”

August shook his head. “The doors to the Shadow Lands aren’t guarded so we can’t find them. They’re guarded so whatever is inside can’t find us.”

“And how are we sure this thing that attacked Wren didn’t happen to follow her back to Blackwood?” Masika asked.

August snapped his head toward her. “What did you say?”

Masika rolled her eyes. “I said—”

A piercing roar cut through her words. The six of them collectively tensed, mouths agape and bodies rigid. Something was circling them, drawing nearer, the unmistakable sound of shadow magic crackling through the air. Another roar echoed in the distance, closer and closer, whirling around them in dizzying circles.

August looked at Wren. Their eyes met.

And then the darkness swallowed them whole.
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EMILIO

When Emilio died, he felt the world slip away. It was a strange feeling—knowing that everything around him was fading into his periphery, replaced by a warm and gentle pressure that seemed to spread over every inch of his body. And then, before he could understand what was happening, the darkness took him. He could still remember the untainted darkness of death. How it went on forever, blotting out the rest of the world and everything he had once known.

He’d thought he’d never experience anything like it again.

He had been wrong.

The shadow creature sucked every particle of light out of Bonestrod, as if someone had turned off a switch and eliminated all the light from the world. Emilio scrambled backward, a choked breath ripping from his throat, and then a hand was grabbing him, taking hold of him.

He pushed back, terrified of what might be lurking in the darkness.

“Hey,” a voice whispered, gentle but urgent. “It’s just me.”

Olivier.

He could feel him now. His familiar hands. The sound of his voice. And then, despite the darkness, despite the uncertainty, Emilio relaxed.

“Olivier,” Emilio whispered. “What—what’s happening?”

“I don’t know.”

“I swear to God”—Irene’s voice cut through their hushed whispers—“why is it every time I’m with you people something bad happens?”

“Calm down.” August’s voice echoed in the distance. “Just stay quiet.”

“It’s the shadow creature,” Wren whispered. “I can feel it.”

“Screw this,” Masika muttered. A shard of light appeared at the center of the room, a sphere of flames hovering at the base of her palm. “I’m not going to just sit here in total darkness and wait for this thing to get us.”

August darted toward her. “Put that out. Now.”

“Why?”

A sound echoed in the distance—a loud whirring noise. The flapping of wings.

August stepped closer. “Do it.”

Masika flinched, her expression darkening. She shut her palm and the flames vanished.

“Happy?”

“Bloody thrilled.”

The darkness consumed them once more. Emilio sucked in a sharp breath, his entire body going rigid. Olivier, who was still beside him, scooted closer, placing his hand firmly on top of Emilio’s forearm. He didn’t need to say anything. The unspoken words rattled between them.

It’s okay. I’m here.

Masika let out a frustrated sigh. “Does anybody know what we’re actually dealing with?”

“Wren should know,” Irene sneered. “Considering she’s the reason it’s here in the first place.”

Wren groaned. It sounded like she was straining to stand. “I’m not sure. I couldn’t get a good look at it. But it’s definitely shadow magic of some sort.”

A shriek splintered through the night.

“That doesn’t sound like shadow magic,” Olivier commented with a shudder. “That sounds … alive.”

“Well, whatever it is, we need to find a way to get rid of it,” Irene snapped. “Cowering in this room isn’t going to change anything. I say we go out there and face it head-on. I’m sure someone else must have heard it. There are probably Housemasters and a horde of Ascended on their way already.”

“The dormitories are far,” Emilio muttered warily. “And it’s past curfew. Most people are asleep. So unless someone miraculously woke up and heard it …” His voice trailed away, though the implication was clear.

They were on their own.

“It doesn’t matter,” Wren said. “The fewer people involved the better. That thing is dangerous. It … it almost killed me.”

“Killed you?” Irene cackled. “Did you hit your head or something? We’re already dead.”

“It’s true,” Olivier whispered. “I saw her. If August hadn’t found her when he did … she wouldn’t have made it.”

“Bullshit,” Masika muttered, clearly unconvinced. “That’s impossible.”

“Look, we don’t have time to argue,” August interjected. “It doesn’t matter if you believe us. But Wren is right. That thing is dangerous. We shouldn’t involve other students. We should deal with it ourselves.”

“Fine.” Irene sighed. “Then what do you suggest we do?”

The plan was simple. They obviously had the upper hand when it came to numbers, so the sensible thing was to split up into pairs and attack the creature from all sides. It couldn’t fight them all at once, so they’d have the perfect opportunity to overwhelm it and, ultimately, destroy it. Something that, regrettably, none of them could confirm was actually possible. It was an assumption. A theory.

But it was going to have to be enough.

“Masika and I will head west.” Irene flexed her fingers and produced a shard of brilliant silver light from her fingertips. “We can use the old shed for cover.”

“I’m staying with Loughty,” August said. It clearly wasn’t a suggestion. “She’s too weak to hold her own. We’ll move farther north, back toward the main grounds; that way I’ll still be able to damage the creature, but I can relocate her back toward the dorms if need be.”

“August,” Wren muttered, wincing under her breath. “I’m fine. You don’t have to coddle me.”

He shook his head. “It’s not up for discussion.”

“But—”

“Oh, just listen to him,” Irene interjected, the shards of light traveling up her arms in agitation. “We don’t have time for you two to bicker back and forth like an old married couple.”

“Fine.” Wren glanced up at August. “But at least give me the chance to fight back.”

August, who seemed utterly transfixed, lost somewhere in the depths of his mind, nodded in response.

Emilio sighed and glanced up at Olivier. The reflection of Irene’s magic haloed his face, illuminating his profile in a soft glow. “I suppose that means you’re stuck with me.”

Olivier’s eyes slid over to him, the corners of his lips tugging into a smirk.

“I suppose so.”

“Great,” Irene said, bristling. “Now let’s get the hell out of here before I lose my goddamn mind.”

“After you, Your Highness,” Olivier said, mockingly bowing his head. Irene dismissed his comment with an uninterested wave as she opened the door and stepped outside. Masika trailed behind her, sparks sprouting from her skin. Emilio watched as the two of them disappeared into the darkness.

August went next. “Come on, Loughty. Keep up.”

Wren shot him a glare, opening her mouth to retort, but August was already crossing the threshold into the night. Olivier trailed behind Wren, moving swiftly through the darkness, and Emilio, of course, could do nothing but follow suit.

The open air offered some relief from the stifling darkness, the silver evening glow of Blackwood emanating in the distance. But Emilio could sense the shadow the moment he stepped into the cool night air—the way it was lurking just beyond what they could see, the sound of it whooshing just above them, orbiting them like a predator stalking its prey.

Irene and Masika had already vanished toward the western side of the main gates, out toward the old shed.

“Stay low,” August hissed, pressing his hand against Wren’s shoulders and motioning Olivier and Emilio forward. They had taken a few steps when Wren came to an abrupt halt, bending over and slumping onto her knees.

August knelt down to face her, grabbing her firmly by the shoulders.

“I told you.” He sighed. “You’re too weak, Loughty. You have to go back to the dorm and rest.”

“I’m fine.” She coughed and wheezed in a breath. “I just need a moment to—”

“We don’t have a moment.”

August hoisted Wren into his arms in one swift movement before she had a chance to argue. She tried to stop him, wriggling her legs in a half-hearted attempt to get away, but August didn’t so much as flinch, keeping his eyes steady on Emilio and Olivier.

“I’m taking her back to Pettyworth. Stick to the eastern side of the gates and prepare yourselves. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

And then they vanished—gone in a puff of inky smoke.

Olivier blinked into the darkness. “I suppose that’s our cue.”

Emilio followed Olivier as he began walking toward the eastern side of the gates. He let his gaze momentarily lift toward the sky, overly aware of the darkness enveloping them. Every passing shadow made his stomach churn.

“You still with me?” whispered Olivier.

“Yeah.” Emilio cleared his throat. “Just thinking.”

“About?”

“Eternal suffering.”

Olivier chuckled, glancing over his shoulder. “Ah. Not one for adrenaline and adventure, then?”

“I prefer the safety of the Library,” Emilio muttered, craning his neck up toward the sky.

“Is that why I always find you sulking in there?”

Emilio nodded. “I like being there. Surrounded by all the books. It feels … familiar.”

Olivier hummed. “I see. You’re still clinging to the remnants of home.”

“Aren’t you?”

“I’m not particularly fond of reminiscing. I don’t find the practicality in it. Seems like a waste of valuable time.”

“I think it’s important to remember home,” Emilio said. “To hold on to your humanity.”

Olivier faltered. “Is that what this is about?”

“What?”

“Your humanity.” Olivier turned to look at Emilio. “You’re afraid of losing it?”

Emilio shrugged. “Aren’t we all?”

“No.” Olivier chuckled. “Absolutely not. Do you really think Irene is at all worried about the state of her humanity?”

“I guess not.”

“See?” Olivier smirked, his emerald eyes iridescent in the darkness. “I told you I wasn’t wrong.”

“Wrong about what?”

“About you.”

Emilio blanched. “I don’t know what you—”

“You’re good.” Olivier took a tentative step forward. “And perhaps the only thing I truly like about this place.”

A spark of magic crackled in the distance, interrupting them. It was thunderous and bright—a shard of amber light sprouting from the ground and into the heavens.

Emilio and Olivier didn’t bother to hesitate or ask questions, sprinting toward the chaos through the tall grass, the cool air whipping against their faces. Emilio drowned out the familiar panic rising inside him, the voice in the back of his head begging him to run in the opposite direction, to abandon ship and leave everyone else behind. He refused to let his own cowardice get in his way.

And, more importantly, he refused to leave Olivier alone.

They approached the commotion and looked up toward the sky.

“There,” Emilio muttered. “I see it.”

The creature appeared to be made from shadows, an undulating darkness that ebbed and flowed, as if every particle were alive and breathing. It had no discernible features—no face or eyes or mouth. But it had long, pointed claws and dragon-like wings that appeared to go on endlessly, feathering up toward the sky in thick black waves.

Irene and Masika had wounded the creature, though not nearly enough to incapacitate it completely. As if hearing Emilio’s thoughts, the creature dove again, straight toward the wooden shed where Emilio knew Irene and Masika were hiding. Before it could reach them, a shard of light erupted from the ground and the creature shrieked, swooping back up toward the sky.

“Cover me,” Olivier instructed, crouching closer to the ground. He pressed his palms together and closed his eyes, brows furrowing in concentration. As he pulled his hands apart, silver shards of magic vibrated in the space between his palms, growing with intensity.

He didn’t miss. The spell went straight through the creature, right through its center. It let out another resounding shriek, whirling toward them.

Emilio shuddered. “Now what?”

“Now”—Olivier let out a nervous chuckle, swaying slightly—“we run.”

They darted to the left, beckoning the creature toward them in an effort to give Irene and Masika enough time to counter with another attack. Emilio glanced over his shoulder, catching a glimpse of the shadowy creature as it bent its neck backward and let out a furious shriek. He prepared himself, allowing the familiar essence of magic to flow through him, the particles drifting through his veins and toward his fingertips.

But the creature was faster than they anticipated.

“Emilio! Behind you!”

An overwhelming pressure dug into his temples and filled his skull with a disorienting wave of darkness that caused him to stagger forward, dropping to his knees.

Olivier was shouting something, his name maybe, though Emilio could barely hear over the ringing in his ears. He squinted, trying to make out the words on Olivier’s lips, but his vision began to fade, the world around him growing more blurred by the second.

He could hear a voice calling out to him, but it wasn’t Olivier. It was his mother. The tender, soft-spoken murmur of her words washed over him like a weighted blanket, pulling him under, beckoning him closer. But it couldn’t really be her, could it? Emilio tried to fight it, to shut himself off, but her voice only grew louder, more inviting.

Emilio … come home.

His hands slammed against the ground beneath him. Fingers digging into the cold dirt.

In front of him, Olivier gritted his teeth, extending his hands toward the ground. The earth rumbled. Shards of green light ran through his veins, shooting out of his fingers. And then in one sudden swoop, the ground beneath Emilio shifted and he shot forward, straight toward Olivier, and the suffocating pressure vanished in an instant. His mother’s voice gone.

Olivier locked his arm tightly around Emilio’s waist, dragging him backward.

“Are—are you hurt?” he breathed out, voice shaking. Olivier’s skin was dotted with sweat, his body clearly exhausted from using so much magic.

Emilio steadied himself on his feet. “I don’t think so.”

The creature crouched in front of them, circling, letting out a horrible high-pitched shriek. And then the most peculiar thing happened—the shadow began to spread, multiplying, until the singular shadow had transformed into at least a dozen of the same creature.

They were surrounded.

Olivier pressed his back against Emilio, silver light sprouting from his fingertips. Emilio created a tornado of air in his own hands. They moved in slow circles, back to back, waiting for the right moment to strike.

“Seems like we’re in a bit of a bind, my love.” Olivier chuckled. “Though I suppose I’ve been in far worse predicaments. At least you’re here with me this time.”

He reached down with one hand, pressing his palm against Emilio’s forearm, and gave it an affirming squeeze. Something twisted in Emilio’s throat, an immovable knot, and he stretched his own hand down, motivated by a swell of bravery. Olivier’s palm pressed against his and they threaded their fingers together. Warmth spread through Emilio, traveling up his chest and coiling around his throat.

Olivier had a point.

There were far, far worse ways to go.

Emilio shut his eyes, bracing himself for the inevitable shock of pain … but it never came.

When he opened his eyes, he realized why.

Masika and Irene had come sprinting from the shed, throwing themselves right into the middle of the fight, the two of them a blur of vicious magic. Masika stretched her hand out, releasing a gust of wind that sent a cluster of the creatures soaring in the air. Next to her, Irene summoned a surge of fire, scorching the creature closest to her with a whip made entirely of flames. Not half a second later, she shifted her stance and faced another creature, flicking her wrist and ripping it in half.

“You came back,” Emilio gasped, still a bit stunned to find that he was, in fact, conscious and breathing.

Masika looked up at him and winked, a coy smile on her lips.

“Well”—she shrugged, slightly out of breath—“someone had to get the two of you out of this mess.”

Olivier sighed. “I could absolutely kiss you right now.”

“Hey!” Irene shouted, motioning toward Olivier and Emilio. “If you really want to thank us, how about you make yourselves useful!”

“Right.” Olivier cleared his throat, facing the creature in front of him with a nervous chuckle.

Despite his palpable exhaustion, he lowered his hand to the ground, his attention focusing on a nearby tree root until it lifted itself from the dirt. It twisted left and right under Olivier’s control before he sent it flying toward one of the creatures, attempting to wrap the root around its torso.

Olivier gritted his teeth as the creature dodged his attack at the last second. “Dammit. These ugly bastards are faster than they look.”

“Where the hell is August?” Masika shouted, hands crafting a defensive barrier around them.

“Maybe he got caught,” Emilio suggested. “He did say he was going to take Wren back to Pettyworth.”

“Or he could have run out of his spacial reserve,” added Olivier, who was still struggling to latch onto one of the creatures.

“If he had to walk all the way from Pettyworth, it could take him a while to get here.”

“Or … he left us,” Irene sneered. “Just like I knew he would.”

“He wouldn’t do that,” Olivier snapped back. When no one else chimed in, he glanced around with a helpless look in his eyes. “Right?”

The four of them went silent.

“I have a potential theory that might help,” Emilio said, looking among the group warily. “But I could be wrong.”

“Well,” Masika said, “considering the horde of shadow creatures currently circling us, I’m all ears.”

“The original creature was much larger than this, right? It looked different. Felt more alive.” Emilio’s voice wavered as the others listened. “What if these smaller versions aren’t real? Just an illusion the real creature is projecting to distract us while it went looking for August and Wren.” He sighed when he clocked the confusion on their faces. “Think about it. We’re totally outnumbered, yet we’re the only ones attacking. They’re just circling us. Look.”

He was right. The creatures continued to surround them, but they didn’t move closer.

“Because if they’re surface illusions, they can’t actually hurt us,” Olivier whispered, letting his control on the tree root drop. “It’s how we confused the creature in the maze. By replicating Irene.”

Emilio nodded. “Exactly.”

“And how do you suggest we test this theory?” Masika asked.

“Well …” Emilio scratched the back of his neck. “I guess we try to make a run for it. If we run right through them, then I was right. They’re illusions. Nothing but smoke and magic.”

Irene stepped forward. “And if they’re not?”

He shrugged. “Then we cross that bridge when we get there.”

It wasn’t a plan. Not even half a plan. But it was all they had.

Masika let out a shaky breath. “I say we go for it.”

The four of them exchanged nods. A moment of hesitation stretched before them.

And then they started running.

Emilio braced himself as he approached the first shadow creature, holding his breath.

To his immense relief, he ran straight through the creature, the edges disintegrating before his very eyes. He was on the other side of it now, running through shadow after shadow as if they were nothing but vapor and air.

He had been right.

Emilio watched the realization wash over the faces of the others as they ran beside him.

“You brilliant idiot!” Irene screamed, a smile on her face.

Olivier let out a joyous cackle of laughter, wrapping his arm over Emilio’s shoulders, nearly toppling him to the ground. Masika seemed relieved, the corners of her lips lifting into the hint of a smirk. They were almost at the main grounds that led toward the first set of dorms when something shrieked above them.

The shadow creature.

The real one.

“Shit.” Irene produced shards of silver light from her fingertips. “It found us!”

Olivier glanced up, the smile on his lips vanishing. The four of them came to a sudden halt, frozen in place. The shadow began to descend upon them, its wings spreading far enough to envelop them completely.

“Get down!” Masika bellowed.

They flung themselves onto the ground. Emilio shielded the back of his head with his hands, pressing his cheek against the cold grass as he shut his eyes and braced himself.

He waited. He waited for the suffocating darkness, for the smothering pressure, but it never came.

When he opened his eyes, it was to the image of a blinding white light shooting toward the creature, shielding them from its pointed claws. It wasn’t until he gathered himself up onto his elbows that he noticed August standing a few yards away, hands extended, the particles of magic enveloping him in a brilliant halo.

August let out a hoarse scream and stretched the light out farther. The creature howled, pushing against the protective barrier. Terror unfurled in Emilio’s chest. It won’t hold. August was exhausted, nearly depleted from his trip into the Ether. He would never be able to stop this creature on his own.

But then a secondary burst of magic exploded from behind August—a swirling wave of shadows that crashed against the creature and caused it to implode, dissolving into nothing but ash.

The particles rained down upon them, coating Emilio’s skin in soot. The others looked up, their faces riddled with confusion. August seemed equally startled as he reached out his hand, catching the flakes of ash in his palm.

Emilio was about to speak when something behind August’s shoulder caught his eye.

Not something … someone.

A collective gasp sprang from the group when the realization dawned on them. Because standing right behind August, surrounded by the residual cloud of shadow magic, was Louise, white-faced and shaken.

Her lips quivered as she looked down at her palms and realized what she had done.

Her knees buckled. Her eyes rolled back into her head.

August reached out and caught her just in time, her body slumping in his arms.

It was in that same moment that a swirling cloud of smoke appeared, along with a dizzying swell of power, and then Headmaster Silas was standing before them. He looked around the group with wide eyes, his face a clouded mask of unreadable emotions.

“Well …” He cleared his throat. “I suppose it’s best if you all follow me.”
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AUGUST

He needed to sit down.

August braced himself against one of the pews, hands clasped firmly over the back. He tried to steady his breathing: inhale for four … exhale for four. The last thing he wanted to do was break down in front of the rest of the group. They’d never let him live it down.

After Headmaster Silas had stumbled upon the scene, he’d relocated them to the Opal Chamber to discuss what had transpired. He had even sent a Housemaster to fetch Wren from Pettyworth House, determined to get the full story. They all stood scattered around the hall now, with Masika and Irene leaning against the front pews, and Emilio and Olivier seated a couple of rows behind them. Wren was sitting next to Louise, an arm wrapped protectively over her shoulders. August, preferring to keep his distance, had made the decision to stand on the other side of the pews.

At first, nobody spoke. A bone-chilling silence filled the grand hall, nothing but the faint creak of the wind rattling the trees outside. Silas, who was standing in front of the arched doorway that led to the Ether, watched them with unnerving stillness, waiting for someone to break.

Unsurprisingly, it was Irene who finally snapped.

“Are we just going to sit here for the rest of the night staring at one another?”

Silas sighed. “I suppose that’s entirely up to you.”

“We told you. We don’t know what happened,” Masika shot back. “The shadow creature came out of nowhere—”

“I know where the shadow creature came from,” Silas interjected. The entire group flinched, looking around in surprise. Even August couldn’t hide his shock. “It followed Ms. Loughty from the Shadow Lands.”

“But why was she able to get there in the first place?” asked Olivier. “Aren’t there supposed to be protective wards?”

Silas nodded, a dark shadow passing over his features. “There are. Or … perhaps there were.” He sighed, rubbing his face in exasperation. “This is exactly why this Decennial is so important. Why it’s critical we create a task force against the Demien Order. They are … they are destroying our wards. Weakening our defense system.”

“But don’t you set those protective wards?” Irene asked with a bitter chuckle.

A weighted silence flooded the room as Silas pushed himself away from the Ether’s doorway, striding closer. When he spoke next, authority dripped from his voice, a stark reminder of the power simmering beneath the surface. “I do, Ms. Bamford. And they have kept Blackwood safe for more years than you can even fathom. But everything reaches a breaking point … and we have reached ours.” His words echoed in the hall. “The Demien Order has been planning an attack for years. I can feel it coming. The catalyst. And if we do not act now, then I fear when the time comes … we will not be ready.”

Emilio shuddered. “Then … if you know where the shadow creature came from … what do you want from us?”

“That creature was created by someone highly skilled in the dark art of shadow magic. In order to destroy it, one must be able to rival them in power.” Silas looked between the group. “I need to know who.”

August immediately glanced over to Louise. Her face was devoid of color, teeth chattering. He let his gaze travel over the group. They each seemed to be thinking the same thing, a silent understanding washing over them. If they told Silas the truth—that Louise had somehow cast the shadow magic—there was no telling what would become of her.

August sighed, gritting his teeth. He stood up slowly, the old wood creaking beneath him.

“We don’t know who destroyed it.”

Silas cocked his head. “Is that so?”

“I tried to destroy the creature with a surge of corporeal magic, but I wasn’t strong enough. And then it was just”—August snapped his fingers, the sound reverberating in the hall—“gone.”

Silas let out an exasperated sigh, glancing among the group. “Is that true? None of you saw who destroyed it?”

Emilio shook his head. “All I saw was the aftermath. There was no one else there.”

“I didn’t see anything either,” Olivier chimed in next to him.

Silas slid his gaze to Irene and Masika, who simply shook their heads in response.

“I see …” Silas nodded, slowly slipping off his leather gloves. “Well, then it seems the threat to Blackwood is even greater than I initially thought. Because if we do not know who destroyed the creature, then that means they are still out there. Waiting. Hiding within our very halls.” He glanced down at his pocket watch, cursing softly beneath his breath. “I must meet with the Council and inform them of the attack.” He looked up, a severe expression on his face. “I am once again going to ask for your discretion. We will investigate the matter further, but there is no need to burden your classmates until we have more answers.”

The group nodded in understanding.

“Very good.” Silas snapped the pocket watch closed. “You have one week to rest and prepare for the next trial. In the meantime, I will attempt to clean up this mess before it gets out of hand. Good luck, nominees.” And then he was gone, disappearing in a thick puff of black smoke.

Silence engulfed the air once more. August was seconds away from making his way out of the hall when a voice froze his legs beneath him.

“Wren Loughty,” Irene called out, sauntering toward Wren and Louise. She twirled a dagger between her fingers, the blade gleaming in the darkness. “I’m shocked. I would expect the others to lie, but you?” She pointed the edge of the blade toward Wren, a mocking smile on her lips. “I’m pleasantly surprised.”

Wren’s expression hardened. “If you have something to say, then say it.”

“Oh, don’t play dumb.” Irene chuckled. “This is clearly connected to the night of the … you know what.” She mouthed the last three words and pointed to Louise, who flinched under her gaze. “She cast the shadow magic. I know it.”

The others tensed as the words left her lips. Silas might have left them alone, but there was no telling who might be listening. Even speaking the words out loud felt like a risk.

“So—what do you want to do about it, Irene?” August jolted to his feet, crossing the distance between them. He loomed over Irene, staring down at her with defiance. “What’s your big plan? You want to threaten her? Force the information out of her?”

“We dip into Louise’s mind,” Irene replied without hesitation. “Scour her memories. Invade her consciousness until we find out what the hell is going on with her. If she’s harboring secrets … if she’s a Demien … we’ll know.”

Louise let out a strangled gasp, hugging her knees toward her chest.

Wren stood up protectively, hands clamped over the pew in front of her. “Absolutely not. That’s a complete invasion of privacy. Not to mention it could fry her mind. She could be in the infirmary for months.”

“I’m with Wren on this one,” Olivier muttered warily. “We can’t start prying her head open.”

“This isn’t the time for morals.” Irene chuckled dryly. “We’re dealing with things beyond our control. Beyond our capabilities. And if the newbie has some sort of useful information hovering around in that brain of hers, then we ought to know what it is.”

“She’s right,” Masika said, though she didn’t look thrilled about it, grimacing as she spoke. “If we don’t tell Silas the truth about what we saw … then we need to at least figure out more on our own. Because, though it pains me to admit it, this doesn’t feel like the end of our situation. It feels like—” She paused, as if faced with an internal snag, and then continued. “It feels like the beginning.”

Silence enveloped the room.

And then—

“I couldn’t control it.”

The group collectively flinched, aware that the four words they’d just heard had come from the one person who hadn’t spoken in nearly an hour.

“I could feel it,” Louise whispered, eyes welling with tears. “The shadow magic. It … it just sprang out of me. I saw that you all were in trouble and I … I was desperate.” Her teeth chattered as she struggled to get the words out. “I don’t know how I did it … but I swear I’m not part of the Demien Order. I promise.”

“Do you have any idea how you cast the shadow magic?” Wren asked softly, kneeling in front of her.

“None,” Louise muttered, voice cracking. “It was like … an involuntary reaction. I wanted to find a way to save you all—and then it just happened.”

“But how did you know we were in trouble?” asked Masika, stepping closer.

Louise flushed. “Well … I … I snuck out to try to watch the end of the second trial. I heard a rumor that the contestants were going to emerge near the gates, and I thought if I waited around, I might see who crossed through.”

“And then you saw us get attacked by the creature,” whispered Olivier.

She nodded. “I know I don’t know you all that well, but … Wren is my friend. And even though it might not be obvious, I know she cares about you all. I just wanted to find a way to help … to do the right thing.” Her voice broke off, a sob rattling deep within her chest.

Wren lunged forward, wrapping her arms around Louise. Something sharp and unwelcome twisted inside August. A strange mixture of jealousy and fear that made him want to sink into his skin and disappear.

“You did what you had to do to save us,” Wren whispered into Louise’s hair. “You did do the right thing.”

Irene released a disgruntled sigh. “All right, fine. Let’s just take her back to her room. I can’t take much more of these waterworks.”

Olivier placed a gentle hand on Louise’s shoulder. “We can take her. She’s staying at Litterman.”

“Wait,” Masika blurted out. “What about Silas? What do we tell him?”

The six of them stared at one another.

Louise cleared her throat. “I know I probably don’t have a say in this, but … I would prefer it if you didn’t say anything. At least not until we know more.”

Irene’s eyes narrowed. “And why’s that?”

“Because … I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” Louise admitted in a whisper. “I know I shouldn’t be able to cast shadow magic—but I did. And Headmaster Silas is clearly obsessed with keeping Blackwood safe … with keeping order and balance. If he finds out that I’m actually capable of casting shadow magic, then …” Her voice trailed away, but August instantly understood what she was trying to say.

They’ll accuse her of being a Demien.

“I vote we keep this between us,” Wren said. “For now, at least. We can do our own research first. Try to find an explanation. If by the end of the week we can’t find any answers, then”—she looked at Louise, who offered her a feeble nod—“then we tell Silas.”

Emilio nodded. “I’m fine with that.”

“Same,” Olivier agreed.

Masika hesitated, then let out a sigh. “I suppose that works.”

Irene rolled her eyes. “I still think this is an immensely stupid idea, but … fine.”

August was the last to answer

He stared at Louise. Straight into her eyes.

“We won’t say anything. But just know—we will find an explanation. So … if you know something else about the shadow magic, something that could help us figure out how you cast it, then tell us.”

Louise shook her head. “I promise. I know nothing else.”

August nodded, ripping his gaze away from her.

“Then … we’re all in agreement.”

After a few mumbled goodbyes, Emilio and Louise wandered out of the hall, Olivier and Masika trailing behind them. Irene hesitated, eyes darting between August and Wren, before following the others and slamming the door behind her with a sharp flick of her wrist.

August lingered. He fiddled with the ring on his finger until he was certain everybody had left. Wren hadn’t moved, her gaze fixed on the Ether’s arched doorway, but August knew she was aware of his presence. It was the slightest tensing of her jaw, the faintest movement of her lips.

And then she spoke.

“Do you have something to say?”

His fingers froze over his ring.

“I just—” The words were lodged somewhere in the back of his throat. He inhaled a sharp breath. “I wanted to make sure you were feeling okay. After everything that happened.”

She tilted her head to the side, a soft flutter of laughter rumbling from her chest. “Like you care about my feelings …”

August couldn’t stop the words from spilling out of him, brash and defensive. “Christ, Loughty. You have some fucking nerve. Have you already forgotten I was the one who found you? The one who dragged you out of there—”

“Why did you save me?” Wren interrupted, stepping toward him. “Explain it to me. Because I have to admit I’m at a loss. I’m your competition, aren’t I? Why wouldn’t you take the opportunity to eliminate me? Why choose to save me?”

“I saved you,” he whispered through gritted teeth. “Is that not enough?”

She shook her head.

“I deserve an explanation.”

Of course she deserved an explanation, but what could August offer her other than the torment of agonizing thoughts that would undoubtedly plague her once she knew the truth? What could he offer her other than unmitigated disappointment? There were no words he could string together that would make all of this better.

He stepped closer and gently grazed his fingertips against her wrist. It was the faintest touch. Featherlight. But it was enough to send a shocking current through his limbs and into his chest. Enough to drive him mad. Wren tensed beneath him, the familiar blanket of goose bumps traveling up her arms.

She closed her eyes. “August. Don’t. You’re avoiding the question.”

“Because you know I can’t answer it.” He let his fingertips draw slow circles over her wrist. Every inch of her he touched was another rule broken. Another promise shattered. “No explanation I can offer will ever suffice. It will never satisfy you. I can’t … I can’t give you what you want.”

Her face twisted into an emotion bordering on agony.

“You don’t know what I want,” she whispered.

August dropped her wrist. He took a step back, distancing himself from her.

“My sweet Loughty …” He shook his head and chuckled. “I know you completely. Every part of your soul. It’s my greatest weakness.”

Her eyes searched his face, desperation radiating from her. “August—”

He turned away. “I should go.”

A deafening silence enveloped them, flooded with the words begging to be spoken.

“All right … fine.” She stepped past him, her fingers brushing his as she crossed his path.

There had been moments when August thought Wren looked like an angel. Like when he’d seen her reading beneath a tree, blanketed in evening mist, her auburn hair splayed over her shoulders. Or the time he’d caught her practicing for an exam, her arms bathed in threads of gold, brows knitted together in concentration. Christ, there had even been times when the thought crossed his mind as she had a knife pressed against his throat. But it was in this moment, with her face haloed by the silver glow of Blackwood and her silhouette washed in shadows, that he had never been more certain. She was an angel in every sense of the word—vengeful, heartbreaking, beautiful.

Dangerous.

“Goodnight, August.”

He shoved his hands into his pockets and watched her walk out of the hall. “Sweet dreams, Loughty.”

He didn’t go to bed immediately, unable to silence the thoughts burdening his mind, the uncontrollable thoughts plaguing him like a terminal disease. And as he stood there, contemplating what on earth had possessed him to touch her in such a shameless manner, he couldn’t help but listen to the other half of his brain. The half that begged him to tell her that the only thing he could ever think of, the only thing he could ever dream of, was her. That from the moment she’d appeared before him, from the moment he had first laid eyes on her, he’d known, beyond doubt, that Wren Loughty would become the immovable force that would redirect the trajectory of his life forever.
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IRENE

The ticking of the clock was enough to drive her insane.

She had barely slept the past few days, too busy worrying about the impending third trial and mulling over the night of the shadow creature’s attack. She could still see it if she closed her eyes. The towering darkness. The undulating shadows forming pointed wings. Not to mention Louise’s remarkable display of shadow magic shortly after. Despite the genuine shock that had coursed through Irene’s body upon seeing the newbie harness shadow magic, she had to admit that the whole thing had amazed her.

Impressed her, even.

Emilio had spent the past few days hidden within the towering shelves of the Library, drowning in dusty textbooks and ancient scrolls. Somehow, despite his persistence, which bordered on obsession, he had yet to find any answers that might explain how Louise had harnessed shadow magic. Irene was beginning to worry that their efforts were futile. If Emilio, of all people, couldn’t find what they were looking for—then what was the point? Louise had even attempted to cast shadow magic again, supervised by Wren during their training sessions, and nothing. No matter what they tried, she couldn’t re-create whatever she had tapped into the night of the attack.

They had decided to give themselves a week to do research. If at the end of the week they still couldn’t find an explanation for the shadow magic, then they’d go to Silas, Louise’s future at Blackwood be damned. Which meant they had two days left … two days to find answers.

If it were up to Irene, they’d spend their remaining time researching shadow magic, using the last of their precious hours to find an explanation for what was happening to Louise. But there was one tiny problem.

The Decennial Ball.

There was no getting out of it. Tonight, they’d be forced to wear ridiculous dresses and twirl around the banquet hall, plastering on their best award-winning smiles. Valuable time they could use to do further research would be occupied by nauseating small talk. Initially, she had been rather excited to attend, even if it was just so she could wreak havoc and break hearts, but now her mandatory attendance was simply a nuisance.

It didn’t help that the damn wound on her stomach still hadn’t fully healed. Every once in a while, she could feel a sharp and searing pain. A grating reminder of the weakness now embedded in her skin.

But at least she was still here—she was still in the running.

Georgia and Tristan had been eliminated after the second trial. Silas had explained what had happened to them in rather vague terms—something about slipping through an elemental obstruction. Carter and Josie were both noticeably shaken by the loss of their partners. They had been told it might be months before the eliminated nominees would be fully healed, and everyone knew that a few months in Blackwood often felt like an eternity.

Irene, however, couldn’t have cared less.

Two more nominees eliminated meant she was two steps closer to being crowned the victor.

After finishing classes for the day, Irene went back to her dorm room and sprawled herself across the velvet duvet on her bed, fingers absentmindedly fiddling with the locket around her neck. The window closest to her had been left propped open, a soft whisper of a breeze trickling into the room. In the distance, she could hear the incessant buzz of the other students, their muffled voices melting with the wind. The fireplace crackled, woodsmoke wafting from the dancing flames.

She hadn’t called on Mateo since he’d given her the necklace. She wasn’t entirely sure why, caught between the desire to learn more and an unfamiliar resistance that stopped her from getting too close. Joining the Demien Order was a decision she couldn’t turn back from. And if she was going to make that irreparable decision, then she wanted to be certain it was her decision, and her decision alone.

Either way, if anybody had answers about what happened to Louise … it would be him.

But before she could pluck up the courage to say his name, the door to her bedroom swung open, a familiar disgruntled voice breaking the silence.

“I just don’t trust her.” Masika burst into the room, a tornado of restless energy and frantic nerves. She immediately began to pace in front of the fireplace, gesturing wildly as she spoke. “There’s just something about her story that doesn’t add up. I can’t put my finger on it, but—”

“Masi, please,” Irene said, sitting up. “Slow down. Use words.”

“Louise.” Masika ran a jittery hand through her curls. “Do you truly believe she has no idea how she harnessed shadow magic? I mean … think about it. You can’t harness shadow magic without giving up your humanity. Which means that either Louise somehow managed to bypass that sacred law, or she’s a Demien and is lying to all of us.”

“Catch.”

Irene tossed the knife tucked beneath her pillow at Masika’s face without warning, the sharp blade twirling through the air at an alarming speed.

Masika jumped out of the way at the last second.

“Irene!” She glowered, ripping the knife out of the wall behind her. “Can you stop being an insolent brat for one second and just listen to me?”

Irene lifted her brows in mock surprise. “Well. Someone is in a bad mood.”

“Louise is lying,” Masika snapped.

Irene lifted herself onto her feet and slowly slinked toward Masika. “She’s not.”

“How are you so sure?”

“I just know.”

“But how can you—”

“I dipped into her mind.”

Masika startled, her jaw slackening in surprise. “You used psyche magic on her? Even though everyone said not to?”

“Oh, don’t be so scandalized.” Irene snatched the knife from Masika’s hand and tossed it into the air. It froze, suspended in the space between them. “You agreed with me the other night, remember?”

Masika bit the inside of her cheek, clearly displeased with Irene’s rule-breaking. But what had she been expecting? Irene wasn’t about to risk everything just because the rest of the group was too cowardly to do what needed to be done. So, after everyone had left the Opal Chamber, parting ways and retreating to their dormitories, Irene had snuck into Louise’s room and scoured her mind while she slept.

“Well?” Masika sighed. “What did you see?”

“A whole lot of nothing.” The knife dropped from its place in the air and soared straight into Irene’s hands. “Other than some lingering thoughts about her family and whatnot. But nothing pertaining to shadow magic. It seems like she really has no clue how she was able to cast it.” It had honestly been rather disappointing.

Irene had been hoping for something—a devious lie, or some good blackmail at the very least but the girl seemed to be truly clueless.

“I don’t buy that,” Masika countered. “I just … I have this gut feeling. I just know the Demien Order is involved somehow.”

Irene suddenly became overly aware of the locket on her neck. The weight of it an unwelcome burden. She knew Masika couldn’t see the locket, that it was hidden beneath Mateo’s enchantment, but a part of her feared that Masika could somehow sense it. If there was anyone capable of looking right into Irene’s deepest fears—into her very soul—it was Masika.

“Masi.” Irene spoke her name slowly, placing her hands upon Masika’s shoulders. “I think you might be indulging your fantasies a bit. Overthinking the situation, as you usually do. And either way, I have far more important things to focus on right now …”

She dropped her hands and wandered over to her wardrobe, opening the large wooden doors. Inside hung a deep indigo dress that glittered with starlight. “Like putting on this dress and looking ridiculously hot.”

Masika didn’t respond, her eyes slightly glazed over. And then she blinked, stumbling back toward the door.

“I’ll be right back,” she muttered under her breath.

“What are you talking about?” Irene scoffed. “The ball starts in an hour!”

Masika ignored Irene’s protests and made for the door. “I’ll be back before then.”

“Don’t you dare flake out on me, Masika Sallow!”

Masika waved to Irene over her shoulder, twiddling her fingers. “Save me a dance!”

Irene rolled her eyes, flopping back onto the bed. She wasn’t an idiot. Masika was up to something—that much was clear. Under normal circumstances, Irene would probably have found a way to follow her and see what her friend was up to, but it turned out that some time alone was just what Irene had been hoping for.

There was someone she needed to speak with.

Her hand landed on the locket once more as she unclasped the metal hinge. She wasn’t sure if she’d imagined it, but she swore she heard the faintest whisper as she opened it; a muffled voice. As though somebody were calling out to her.

She closed her eyes and whispered his name.

“Mateo.”

When she opened them, she was no longer alone.

“You’re here.”

Mateo stood leaning against the door to her room, a soft smile on his face.

“You said the magic word.”

He’d appeared before her cloaked in a palette of darkness—dark pants and a black T-shirt, the shadows running through his veins plainly visible.

The moment lingered, stretching out between them. Irene propped herself on her elbows.

“Tell me about the shadow creature.”

Mateo’s smile deepened, dimples sprouting on his cheeks.

“You’re going to have to be more specific.”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about. What was that thing? And who brought it into Blackwood?”

Mateo didn’t answer. He simply stepped closer, twirling a tangle of shadows between his fingers.

“You know, Irene …” His voice was low, with a foreboding edge. “You’re asking an awful lot of questions for someone who still hasn’t agreed to work with me.”

He wanted to intimidate her, that much was clear. And though a small sliver of apprehension curled around Irene’s throat, it would take a little more than a couple of shadows for her to cower under his gaze.

“And you’re being awfully cryptic for someone I could easily give up,” she shot back without hesitation, sitting up. “Has it not occurred to you that I could stroll right up to Silas and tell him there’s a Demien milling about the dorms?”

Mateo didn’t even flinch. In fact, his face … softened. The teasing smile turning into one of understanding.

“You wouldn’t.”

“And what makes you so sure?”

“Because … you want this.” He walked forward and sat beside her on the bed. Before she could ask him what he was doing, he grabbed her hand and gently pried her fingers open. The shadows curling around his fingers drifted into her open palm. “Whether or not you admit it right now, you know that whatever Blackwood intends to offer you if you win the Decennial will never suffice. You are a fighter, Irene. A survivor.”

He looked around her room, brows furrowed.

“You expect me to believe this will be enough for you?”

Irene couldn’t bring herself to answer.

Mateo sighed, and the shadows vanished. He slid his gaze back toward her, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. The surprising tenderness in his touch nearly knocked the breath from her lungs.

“It wasn’t me”—his voice was barely audible as the words left his lips—“if that’s what you’re asking.”

Irene blinked.

“What?”

“The shadow creature,” Mateo explained, slowly dropping his hand. “I didn’t bring it into Blackwood.”

“Then who did?”

He opened his mouth as if he was about to say something else, but didn’t. Instead, he chuckled, slowly standing as he shook his head. He wandered over to the windowsill, peering out at the students bustling below.

“You were remarkable, by the way.” His eyes snaked back toward her. When the meaning behind his words sank in, Irene couldn’t help but shudder. “I didn’t send the shadow creature, but I was watching. The way you fought back … your technique. It was merciless.” He smiled as he spoke the word. “Beautiful.”

Irene rolled her eyes.

“Compliments will get you everywhere.”

Mateo smirked.

“That’s my hope.”

There was more to say … unspoken words that neither of them was prepared to admit to the other. And though Irene knew that the nagging voice in the back of her mind wasn’t going anywhere, the one telling her to say yes, to join them, she also wasn’t ready to turn her back on Blackwood.

Not yet.

“You should go …” Irene cleared her throat, tearing her eyes away from him. “Masika is bound to come back soon to get ready.”

Mateo nodded. “Of course. The Decennial Ball … how could I forget?”

“I’ll call you again,” she said, fidgeting with the locket. “After the third trial.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

A chill ran up and down her spine. Even once he had left, disappearing from one blink to the next, she could feel his presence lingering in her room. That overwhelming, unmistakable power radiating in the air, trailing after her like a second shadow. She felt it crawling against her skin, burrowing into her mind, an insatiable parasite.

She knew what the power wanted. What it demanded of her.

It wanted to be beckoned. To be claimed.

It wanted to be used.
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MASIKA

Masika scurried down the stairs of Ivory House, passing the horde of frantic students getting ready, and took off into the night. The evening mist curled beneath her feet, swirling in thin wisps. The fog obscured her vision, so she summoned a twirling flame at the base of her palm, illuminating the path in front of her.

Her conversation with Irene hadn’t been all that surprising. Irene was a brick wall, a thick and impenetrable fortress of isolation, unwavering in her opinions once she had solidified them. Not to mention that she seemed even more distant than usual. A guard surrounding her like an iron cage. If Masika was honest with herself—it worried her.

But she didn’t have time to dissect Irene’s strange behavior.

There was something she needed to do.

Her conversation with Irene had been a reminder that sometimes, working solo was for the best. And if Irene didn’t want to investigate Louise further—then Masika would do it on her own.

Masika came to a halt just outside Litterman House. The doors to the building were locked at this hour, enchanted with a barrier that only the Housemasters and those living inside could walk through.

So … she took an alternative route.

She wandered over to the wall adjacent to the common room and cast a gust of wind beneath her feet that sent her soaring up through the air, straight onto the wraparound balcony on the second floor.

She dusted her skirt off and glanced through the glass doors.

And that was when she spotted Emilio.

He was inside, crouched against the balcony railing, glancing down at something on the first floor. He had discarded his usual lumpy wool sweater for something far more formal—a sleek black three-piece suit with an emerald cravat. But what Masika was really interested in was the notepad he was scribbling in.

She flung the doors open without warning.

“Emilio.”

He practically jumped out of his skin, turning around with a bewildered look on his face. He looked painfully like a lost puppy dog, all wide-eyed and panicked.

“Masika—” He placed his hand on his chest. “What the hell are you doing here?”

She stepped closer and glanced through the railing. Louise had fallen asleep on the common room couch. She lay sprawled in front of the fire, hands tucked beneath her head.

Which meant that Emilio, interestingly enough, had been watching her.

“Are you spying on her?”

“I’m”—Emilio hesitated—“observing.”

“And what have you observed?” Masika pressed, her curiosity piqued. “Anything worth sharing?”

He fumbled with the notepad, nearly dropping it onto the floor. “Not—not really.”

“Oh, come on.”

“Well …” Emilio cleared his throat. “She likes to draw.”

“To draw?” Masika echoed with mock indignation. “We may as well lock her up now.”

Emilio pouted. “That’s not all. She spends a lot of time staring out the window. Like she’s waiting for somebody or looking for something.” He shook his head and fiddled with his sleeves. “I know it doesn’t sound like much, but it’s honestly weird. I haven’t met anybody who spends so much time just … staring.”

“Other than you,” Masika teased.

He rolled his eyes. “Right. Other than me.”

“I’m only messing with you. To be completely honest”—she lowered her voice to a whisper, crouching next to Emilio—“that’s actually why I came here. To spy on her. But it seems like you’ve already done my job for me.”

“I knew it!” Emilio shriek-whispered, carefully lowering his own voice. “I knew it. I tried bringing up my initial concerns with Olivier, but he basically dismissed the whole thing.”

“Any theories?”

Emilio let out a defeated sigh. “Not really. But … I do have a plan.”

“Do tell.”

He gestured her forward, and she scooted closer.

“Have you heard of the Housemasters’ section in the Library?”

Masika quirked a brow in surprise. “It’s restricted. We don’t have access to it.”

“Right. Except …” Emilio’s face twisted into a smirk. “I do have access.”

She stared at him, stunned.

“How—”

He reached into his pocket and revealed an iron key, twirling it between his fingers.

“Stole it from Housemaster Wesley yesterday.”

“Well, well, well.” Masika playfully nudged him. “Aren’t you full of surprises?”

He blushed, tucking the key back into his pocket. “Anyway … I’ve been using the past week to read as many books on shadow magic as I can. And so far … nothing. But there’s one book that’s rumored to exist within the Housemasters’ section. One of the original shadow magic texts.”

“And you plan on sneaking in and taking it?”

Emilio nodded. “Tonight.”

“Tonight?” Masika repeated, bewildered. “But you can’t miss the ball. We signed the soul vow—”

“I know,” Emilio interjected in a whisper. “But I’ll be fast. In and out. And then I’ll go straight to the banquet hall.” He gestured to his suit with a grimace. “Hence the fact that I’m already dressed.”

“And you think you can do it without being seen?”

“I know I can,” he replied, surprisingly confident. “If there’s one thing I’ve mastered, it’s the art of being so ordinary that you’re invisible.”

Masika frowned. “Emilio … you are not ordinary.”

“It’s okay. Really. I’ve kind of made peace with it.” He fidgeted with the cuffs of his jacket. “Some people are meant to be the center of attention … to be these amazing, brilliant forces of nature … and that’s simply not me.”

Masika shook her head. “You are so painfully unaware of how amazing you are, aren’t you?”

Emilio blinked, taken aback. He cleared his throat and quickly shifted the subject.

“I … uh … I’ll be sure to report back with anything that I might find. I figured once I get my hands on the book, the six of us can meet back up and read through it. See if we can find anything that might help us figure out what’s going on with Louise.”

“That sounds good to me,” Masika replied. She surveyed him up and down, properly taking in his look for the night. “You look nice, by the way. Very handsome.”

He scowled.

“Stop trying to make me blush.”

“But it’s so much fun,” Masika whined with a playful smirk. “And either way, you may as well get used to it, because I know a certain someone will shower you with compliments the moment he lays eyes on you.”

Emilio turned a bright shade of red. “Does everybody know?”

Masika stood up, dusting her skirt off once again. “Afraid so.”

Emilio rubbed his eyes with the back of his hands. “I’m an idiot.”

“You are not. In fact, you are the most brilliant person here. But you’re also human.”

Emilio groaned and pushed his head against the railings.

“Please don’t say anything.”

“Your secret is safe with me.” She stepped out onto the balcony, glancing at him over her shoulder. “Though, Emilio … I know we’ve been cursed with an eternal existence and time really has no consequence for our decision-making anymore … but do yourself a favor and don’t waste another second.”

Emilio tilted his head in confusion. “Don’t waste—”

“Tell him,” Masika pleaded. “Stop being a coward and just tell Olivier how you feel.”

She didn’t wait to see Emilio’s reaction, gracefully hopping off the balcony railing and landing on the ground beneath them without a sound.

She’d often wished somebody had told her the same thing. The importance of not wasting time, even when you’ve been handed an eternity of it. Because if there was one thing she had learned within the halls of Blackwood, one thing she’d never forget, it was that there was nothing more heartbreaking than time wasted.

Nothing more harrowing than moments you could never get back.
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EMILIO

Emilio couldn’t stop turning over Masika’s words in his head. Stop being a coward and just tell Olivier how you feel.

Well, that wasn’t exactly an easy thing to do, considering he often found himself completely incapable of understanding his own feelings.

It wasn’t something that came easily to him. Even in his old life. And unbottling the complicated feelings he had for Olivier was a risk that could end in utter destruction. Or, worse, complete and total embarrassment. It didn’t help that when he did allow himself to think about his feelings for Olivier, it often felt like standing at the edge of a precipice.

He just wasn’t sure what was waiting for him at the bottom.

Once Masika left, Emilio spent a few more minutes observing Louise. She tossed and turned, muttering things under her breath. After a while, she woke up, groggily stretching her arms overhead. Emilio held his breath, waiting for her to do something out of the ordinary, but she simply made her way toward the spiral staircase that led to the dormitories and disappeared. Emilio sighed. Well, he supposed it was time to set the next phase of his research in motion.

The Library.

But first—he needed something from his dorm.

It was silly. A ridiculous idea that had sprung into his mind earlier today—one he’d thought he’d squashed, but which now, after his conversation with Masika, re-emerged. He probably wouldn’t even go through with it, considering that the mere thought made him want to crawl out of his skin and disintegrate. But just in case he managed to actually muster up the courage to do it, Emilio scurried into his room and scoured his desk until he found what he was looking for.

A flower.

He’d plucked the violet on his walk back to Litterman earlier that afternoon. It had been an out-of- body experience, as though he’d been possessed by the ghost of someone much braver than him. One second he had been walking, completely normal, and the next he was snatching the flower with the intention of giving it to Olivier. He wasn’t even sure where the idea had come from. Masika’s words echoed in his head: Do yourself a favor and don’t waste another second. Abruptly, he knew just how he’d take her advice. He would give Olivier the flower and ask him to the ball. He knew it was rather late, given that the ball started in less than an hour, but screw it.

He slipped the flower delicately between his fingers and sprang back out into the corridor. Unfortunately, he was so preoccupied by his own churning thoughts that he didn’t see Olivier walking toward him until his face collided squarely with the other boy’s chest.

Emilio stumbled backward, panicked. “Olivier. What … what are you doing here?”

“What are you doing?” Olivier chuckled, looking Emilio up and down. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d assume you were sneaking off somewhere.”

“I’m not. I’m …” Emilio suddenly became overly aware of the flower in his hand. The pressure of it digging into his skin.

“What’s that?”

Emilio tensed. “What’s what?”

“That.” Olivier gestured to the flower. “Is that a violet?”

“It is.”

“Okay …” Olivier chuckled again, leaning against the wall. “And is there a reason you’re carrying it around?”

“I was …” Emilio cleared his throat. Don’t be a coward. “Actually, I was hoping to—”

“Wait—did you get a date to the ball?” Olivier interjected, stepping closer. “Is that who the flower is for?”

“Well, it’s … it’s not …”

“Dammit. I should have thought of that. Aren’t you supposed to get your date a flower or corsage or some other ridiculous romantic item?” Olivier cursed under his breath and ran a hand through his hair. “Scarlett is going to kill me. She already thinks I’m the worst date in the world for not wanting to walk her to the ball.”

Emilio’s stomach sank.

Of course.

“You … have a date.”

Olivier nodded, though he looked rather agitated, tugging at the collar of his shirt.

“Scarlett Byrne—you know her, don’t you? From our Elemental Obstructions class. Anyway, she practically demanded I go with her. Said I owed her for getting me the answers to Birdie’s past few exams.” He rolled his eyes. “I mean, I’m not complaining … she’s gorgeous, but—”

“I have to go.” Emilio turned on his heels and bolted down the corridor, crushing the flower in his palm. The petals slipped between his fingers like water running through his hands. What had he been thinking? Of course Olivier already had a date. He should have spoken up sooner. He should have plucked up the courage and—“

“Wait!” Olivier trailed after him. “Where are you going?”

“I’m—” Don’t cry, Emilio. Pull yourself together. “I’m going to do some last-minute research.”

“Well, let me go with you.”

Emilio dropped the remaining petals on the floor. “Shouldn’t you go meet up with Scarlett? The ball is set to start soon.”

Olivier sighed.

“Scarlett can wait. Either way, she only asked me to go with her so she could make her ex-boyfriend jealous.”

Emilio stilled.

“Is that the only reason why?”

Olivier hesitated, eyes roaming over Emilio’s face.

“I can’t speak for Scarlett,” he whispered, his voice slightly hoarse. “But I can confidently say, without a shred of doubt, that there is nothing else from my end.” He stepped closer, his face deeply serious. “Nothing.”

Emilio felt the knot in his stomach loosen. The pressure in his chest deflate.

“All right, well …” He cleared his throat. “I’m actually about to sneak into the Library. It will only take a minute.”

“Emilio …” Olivier whispered his name with a conspiratorial glint. “I’ve corrupted you.”

“It’s for research.”

“Care to elaborate?”

Emilio chuckled. “How much time do you have?”

“For you?” Olivier sighed. “An eternity.”

*

They crossed through the evening fog, approaching the steps of the Library. Neither of them said much during the walk over. A strange tension seemed to permeate the air between them, an unspoken friction.

Olivier had taken about three steps toward the main Library doors when Emilio grabbed him by the collar and snatched him backward.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Emilio hissed.

“I thought you said we were going to the Library—”

“We are, but we can’t just waltz in there when it’s closed. There are protective wards surrounding the main entrance. Not to mention Ascended on guard.” He grabbed Olivier’s head and angled his gaze toward the doors. “See? Two of them.” There were two Ascended standing side by side, a boy Emilio vaguely recognized, with orange hair and freckled skin, and a girl by the name of Dylan Blatheson. Notoriously smart and astute. Nominated for the Decennial in her fifth year.

Their iridescent eyes glowed in the darkness, making the two look like a pair of predators ready to strike.

“We have to go around,” Emilio whispered. He guided Olivier toward the side of the building.

They walked pressed against the towering ivy-draped walls, avoiding the pockets of lavender light funneling through the trees.

“Either way … we’re not going to the main part of the Library,” Emilio continued. “They don’t keep the texts I need there. We have to access the Housemasters’ section.”

“And how do you plan to do that?”

Emilio revealed the iron key dangling at his waistband. “I’ve got my resources.”

Olivier raised his brow in surprise. “Emilio Córdova. I have to say … I’m very impressed.”

A searing heat crept up Emilio’s neck as they approached the familiar arched door carved into the side of the building.

Olivier inspected the surface with a scowl. “There’s no keyhole,” he muttered, hands pressed against the door. “Are you sure this is the right entrance?”

Emilio rolled his eyes. “Move.”

He grabbed the key and pressed it flat against the surface of the door. The second the outline of the key made contact with the wood, shards of golden light pooled around the key in a swirling pattern, spreading over the door like shooting stars. Olivier made a noise of surprise behind Emilio as the golden light exploded into microscopic sparks and the door slowly swung open, creaking at the hinges.

“All right.” Olivier sighed. “Now I’m actually impressed.”

Emilio bit back a smile. “Follow me.”

From the outside, the Housemasters’ section of the Library was enchanted to appear rather small, but as they entered, the space grew in the blink of an eye. The dark wooden walls seemed to stretch up toward the heavens infinitely, lined floor to ceiling with ancient textbooks and scrolls. A large orb hovered at the center of the Library, emanating a greenish glow that blanketed the floor around them in an eerie sheen. The air was redolent with the warm scent of old books and damp earth.

“Wow.” Olivier blanched as he took his first steps inside. “This place is huge. I mean … it looks like it goes on forever.”

“I have a theory that it does,” Emilio replied. “The towering walls are probably only an illusion, but my theory is that this space is an eternal source of knowledge. There’s no quantifiable number of books within the Housemasters’ section of the Library. It’s like a never-ending well of …” His voice trailed away. Olivier was watching him with a peculiar smirk on his lips.

“What?”

Olivier chuckled. “It was just an expression, Emilio.”

“Oh.” Emilio cleared his throat. “I knew that.”

Ignoring the unwelcome flush creeping onto his cheeks, Emilio charged toward the orb at the center of the room, waving Olivier over.

“How are we possibly going to find the book you need?” Olivier asked, bewildered. “It could take ages.”

“Actually,” Emilio muttered, pushing up the sleeves of his jacket, “it should only take a few seconds.”

Olivier frowned. “What do you—”

The words died in his throat the second Emilio stuck his hand into the orb. The swirling strands of green light consumed his hand, traveling up his arm in wispy clouds. Olivier looked on with an amusing mixture of amazement and terror. Emilio knew he could easily have explained the mechanisms of the orb, but he preferred it this way. Not to mention that a part of him secretly reveled in watching Olivier squirm and worry.

When the process was complete, he pulled his hand back out and the light traveled away from his arm and back into the orb. For a moment, nothing happened. And then something clattered in the distance, the sound of paper shifting, of metal creaking. The air around them crackled with magic. The floor beneath them rumbled.

“What’s happening?” Olivier whispered warily.

“Just wait.”

The book shot out from the green orb without warning, flying over their heads before softly landing in Emilio’s hands with a thud. A film of green light enveloped the cover, but as soon as Emilio blew a soft breath of air against it, the glow vanished.

“How—” Olivier shook his head, a smile of disbelief spread over his face. “All right. You need to tell me how the hell that thing works.”

“It’s called a Seeing Orb. It’s connected to your thoughts. All you have to do is press your hand against it and think of the book you want. And if the Library has it, it appears.” Emilio couldn’t stop himself from smiling. “Cool, right?”

Olivier’s green eyes sparked with something wild and beautiful, his face split into a radiant smile. The look on his face nearly knocked all the air from Emilio’s lungs, but before either of them could say anything else, the whooshing sound of a relocation spell echoed a few yards behind them, followed by the flutter of hushed whispers. Of urgent words.

“… it’s not going to be that simple …”

Emilio snapped his head up, eyes wide. Olivier seemed to be thinking the same thing, because he gripped Emilio tightly by the hand and pulled him behind a bookshelf just as two Housemasters appeared.

“I don’t care what it looks like … he’s still complicit. He has been from the very start.”

That was Russo. Emilio recognized the soft tone of her voice and the cadence of her words. She wore her Housemaster’s cloak draped over her shoulders with the hood up, obscuring her face. Even though the person next to her had their hood up as well, Emilio could clearly tell it was Birdie. Her height combined with the tufts of bleached-blond hair sticking out beneath the hood gave her away. Not to mention her thick Texan drawl.

“You don’t know that,” Birdie replied. “Things change. We changed.”

They walked toward the Seeing Orb, glancing over their shoulders. Emilio recognized the look in their eyes. The tension in the way they moved. Whatever the two of them were doing, they were trying not to get caught.

“That’s different. This goes beyond everything we knew. It’s a connection beyond our understanding. He can’t escape it.”

“I guess you’re right.” Birdie took a step closer to the orb. “Not to mention, he doesn’t have much of a choice. I’m sure you’ve heard of his … situation.”

Russo hesitated. “I have.”

As much as Emilio wanted to stick around and find out what they were talking about, he knew it wasn’t worth the risk of being caught. Not to mention that they were minutes away from being late to the ball.

“We should go,” he whispered, tugging sharply on Olivier’s sleeve.

Olivier nodded, his eyes darting between Emilio and the two Housemasters. Clearly, he felt just as torn between his need for self-preservation and his unrelenting curiosity.

Russo and Birdie pressed their hands into the Seeing Orb, focusing on the light. Emilio knew it was their only opportunity to run out of the Library without arousing suspicion. So he laced his fingers through Olivier’s and they quickly worked their way around the bookshelves until they reached the entrance. He didn’t look back to see if the Housemasters had noticed.

He just ran.
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OLIVIER

“I can’t believe we got away with that.”

Olivier felt high. His hands tingled. His head swam. It was the familiar rush of adrenaline that often accompanied doing something he knew was against the rules. Something that could get him in trouble. He never understood why he loved the feeling so much, but it was just an inherent characteristic he was born with. An insatiable need for risk. And yet this time, he couldn’t help but wonder if the intoxicating feelings coursing through his body had less to do with sneaking into the Library and more to do with the fact that Emilio still hadn’t let go of his hand.

Maybe it was both.

“Did you hear what they were talking about?” Emilio pulled him back through the entrance of Litterman House. The fireplace crackled with a dying fire, illuminating the dark common room in a pale amber glow. Even in the dim light of the fire, Olivier could make out the familiar terra-cotta-colored rugs adorning the floor. The bushels of wildflowers and melted wax candles scattered across the light-colored wooden dining table at the far end of the hall.

“Sort of,” Olivier mumbled. He wished they could have stayed to find out more. To listen in on the rest of the conversation. But it had all happened too quickly. “Who do you think they were talking about?”

“No idea. But whatever they were doing, they clearly were trying to be secretive about it,” Emilio whispered. His eyes traveled down to their interlocked hands, and something shifted in his expression. The slightest twitch in his lip. And then he dropped Olivier’s hand like a hot coal and turned his focus back toward the common room.

Olivier did his best to mask his disappointment. “Well, we were sneaking around too. I guess we can’t really judge.”

“No. I guess not.”

Emilio shifted from one foot to the other. He cleared his throat.

God. Why did things feel so awkward all of a sudden? Olivier had the urge to dunk himself in a tub of ice.

“Well.” He clapped his hands together, hoping to defuse some of the tension. “We got the book!”

Emilio’s face instantly lit up again. “We did! I’m gonna take a few minutes to skim through it … see if I can find anything useful. I’ll be quick.”

“Good idea.”

“I’ll meet you out here—” Emilio was already walking down the corridor. “I’ll just be a second!”

He turned the corner and disappeared into his room.

Olivier stood there for a moment. It felt like his entire body was buzzing, practically vibrating from the sheer adrenaline. He began to restlessly pace about the common room, absentmindedly whistling beneath his breath. Desperate to busy his hands, he reached for the hem of his coat to fiddle with, only to realize that he had left his suit jacket in his room after his earlier brush with Emilio.

“Dammit,” he muttered. He supposed he had a few minutes before Emilio managed to peel himself away from the book, so he quickly darted toward his room to grab it.

As he walked up the stairs to the second floor, it felt as though he were floating. He could still see Emilio’s face as he fought back the urge to smile. The genuine excitement flickering behind his warm brown eyes as they ran across the Main Yard, hands clasped together.

He pushed open the door to his room, lips curved into a dumb smile, and froze.

Somebody was waiting for him on the other side.

“August.”

He was sitting on the edge of Olivier’s bed, bathed in the silver glow pooling in through the open window. His hands were clasped over his knees, as though an invisible weight pressed upon him. He wore a black tailored suit, a cloak strewn over his shoulders. His dark curls were pushed slightly away from his face, which only further emphasized just how painfully beautiful he really was.

Like a fallen angel.

“Hello, Olivier.”

Rationally, Olivier knew he should be worried. A surprise visit from August after dark wasn’t exactly something to look forward to. But he didn’t seem dangerous. He seemed … tired. Normally, August was a force to be reckoned with. A boy who swaggered down the halls with the confidence of somebody who knew nobody would be foolish enough to defy him.

Now he simply looked like a boy who was in desperate need of a nap.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?”

August looked up at him, his movements slow and deliberate.

“The two of us need to have a chat.”

“You could have just knocked, you know?” Olivier closed the door behind him and stepped farther into the room. He was aware of every tiny movement. Of every hitch in August’s breath. “I have to admit, the whole ominously lurking in the corner of my room thing is a bit dramatic, even for your standards.”

August didn’t take the bait. He barely even cracked a smile.

“Apologies. It’s the first time I’ve been able to get you alone the past week,” he said, tilting his head slightly. “You’re never without Emilio, it seems.”

Olivier tensed. “Well, I’m all yours now. Go on.”

August leaned forward, his gray eyes darkening.

“Loughty can’t know about what happened in Bonestrod.”

Olivier’s chest tightened—of course. He had been expecting August to speak to him about it eventually. “I assume you’re referring to the fact that a piece of your own soul now lives inside her.”

August’s mouth curved into a rueful smile. “Correct.”

“Right, well … it’s none of my business.”

It wasn’t entirely true. He’d witnessed it. He’d helped. And, quite frankly, not a single part of him relished the thought of lying to her about what happened. But something told him August wouldn’t have liked that response, and the last thing he wanted to do was risk upsetting August when nobody was around to hear him scream.

“I need you to promise me that you won’t say anything,” August added with an exasperated sigh. “Look me in the eyes and promise me.”

“Come on, August. You’re being awfully—”

“Olivier.” August stood up and closed the space between them in a single stride. He wasn’t much taller than Olivier, but he was far more intimidating than the other boy could ever dream of being.

“Enough silly quips. Enough games. Just … promise me.”

Olivier’s body tensed underneath August’s unwavering gaze.

It was like looking into the eye of a storm. The eerie calm before total and utter destruction. He’d often seen the anger simmering just below the surface, the danger lurking behind August’s stoic gaze. But experiencing it this close, with such unwavering clarity, was something else entirely.

“You can’t keep it from her forever,” Olivier whispered, voice wavering. “You know it isn’t right.”

“I know.” The muscles on August’s jaw leapt as he inhaled a sharp breath. “But she can’t know. Not now, at least. Not until after the Decennial.”

“Why?” Olivier pressed, surprising even himself with his bravery.

“We all have our secrets. You keep secrets from Emilio to protect him, don’t you? To keep him from getting hurt?” Olivier’s cheeks burned as the weight of August’s words settled upon him in a sudden gust. “So … let me do the same.”

“That’s—that’s different,” Olivier choked out, fumbling over his words. “I keep the truth about my memories from him because it’s my secret. My burden. But what you did involves Wren. It directly affects her.”

August shook his head, a pained expression on his face. “Olivier. Do not force me to become the villain.”

“Is that a threat?”

“No,” August replied, stepping closer. “It’s a plea.”

Looking back on it, Olivier wasn’t entirely sure what prompted his next response. Maybe it was the desperate look in August’s eyes or the tremor in his hands. Or maybe it was simply the fact that Olivier was, whether he wanted to admit it or not, unnerved by him. But whatever it was, he found himself nodding and placing a tentative hand on August’s shoulder.

“Okay,” he whispered. “I promise.”

August let out a shaky breath the moment the words left his lips. The tension in his face dissipated. His shoulders relaxed. And then he walked toward the door, hands fussing with his silver ring.

“Thank you, Olivier. I won’t forget this.”

“Let’s hope not.”

August paused by the doors. “And sorry about barging in … I’ll knock next time.”

Olivier couldn’t help but laugh.

“Somehow I doubt that.”
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WREN

Wren was beginning to think that maybe she was in over her head. That her perfectly crafted existence in Blackwood was beginning to crumble, piece by piece, and all she could do was stand back and watch it disintegrate into a massive heap of nothing.

She could barely concentrate in class all week. All she could think about was her fateful trip into the Ether and the events that had occurred afterward. More specifically, her conversation with August in the Opal Chamber. She knew better than to trust him. Than to allow herself to cross the line between them. But something had changed … something she couldn’t quite understand. It felt like an unrelenting pressure. An unavoidable itch. She’d always felt weirdly connected to August, but this … this was different.

There had even been times in the past few days when she’d sworn she could hear August’s voice in her head. Him calling out to her. The familiar graveled rasp of his laughter. Honestly, she was beginning to think she might be losing her mind.

Throughout the years, there had been moments when Wren felt the line between them blurring. The wall slowly crumbling. But their relationship was one built on twisted codependence and morbid curiosity. Sure, she could admit that August made her feel alive. That his nagging presence breathed life back into her when she needed it most. But she couldn’t let herself fall for the illusion of something more.

August would never open up to her. Not in the way she needed him to. She felt it every time he looked at her—the torment of his past clinging to him, the tangled web of secrets trapped beneath the surface. And Wren knew that if she allowed herself to get too close, to expose her vulnerabilities to him, August wouldn’t meet her halfway.

He’d only pull her under.

She tried to ignore the feeling as she cut through the Main Yard, head down and hands clamped tightly over her textbooks. The plum-colored sky melted into a muted gray, the familiar silver glow taking over. Evening mist rolled through campus, obscuring her shoes in a light haze. Somewhere in the distance, the late-afternoon bell rang from Elysium Hall, signaling the end of the day.

A sense of dread settled upon her shoulders.

That shrill bell meant there was less than an hour left until the Decennial Ball. She had no interest in parading herself around the banquet hall—not with everything looming on the horizon. How could she make pleasantries and plaster a smile on her face when there was still so much uncertainty surrounding what had happened with Louise? She couldn’t help but feel like they were close. Like the pieces were slowly fitting together and all she had to do was open her eyes and read the answers written plainly in front of her.

She had to figure out what had happened. If not for herself—then for Louise. The poor girl had been so shaken up after what happened with the shadow creature. There had been a noticeable change in her. The spark behind her eyes had dimmed, replaced by an unfamiliar wariness. It wasn’t fair. Louise didn’t deserve to be crushed beneath this burden. She didn’t deserve any of it.

Wren came to a sudden halt when something in her periphery caught her attention.

Asphodel Hall.

No classes were held in this building—it mainly contained Housemaster offices and faculty-only lounge areas—but it was also where the infirmary was located.

Where the eliminated nominees were being held.

Students weren’t technically allowed to visit the infirmary. It was against the rules. But Wren knew that others had bypassed that rule—sneaking in after curfew. It was a bit of a hassle. The students who usually took the risk were those who were desperate to visit loved ones, unable to bear being apart for months on end.

Wren knew she should just keep walking.

It was pointless. The four eliminated nominees were most likely unconscious, their bodies healing while they were kept in a vegetative state.

Yet despite knowing that, Wren found herself walking closer and closer to Asphodel, until she was standing right in front of the building. She clenched her hands into tight fists, inhaling a slow and steadying breath.

Going inside would be a risk—one that could get her eliminated. But she couldn’t shut off her cursed empathy. She couldn’t stop herself from thinking about the eliminated nominees missing out on the rest of the Decennial. About them spending months cooped up in the infirmary, ruminating on what they could have done differently. If it were her in there, she’d want someone to visit.

She’d want to feel less alone.

Just a quick visit, Wren assured herself as she approached the steps, her mind made up.

The first protective barrier around the main door was rather easy to dismantle—well, at least by Wren’s standards. It was a multilayer ward that required a bit of tinkering near the end of the spell, but after a few seconds, the lock clicked open. Wren pushed past the initial wave of exhaustion and stepped inside, listening intently.

She could hear two voices from upstairs—the low murmur bouncing around the otherwise empty building. She wasn’t surprised to see it almost deserted. Most people, faculty included, were either getting ready for the ball or already on their way.

Wren slowly made her way up the staircase to the second floor. She peered cautiously around the corner, keeping close to the shadows.

At the far end of the corridor, right in front of the infirmary doors, were two Ascended.

Everly Hawthorne and Paolo Valle.

“It’s just so unfair,” Everly whined, stomping her foot on the floor. “Why did we have to get chosen?”

“It’s just the rotation,” said Paolo, sounding a bit annoyed. “Next Decennial, it’ll be someone else.”

“I know that, but still.” Everly groaned and pressed her head back against the doors. “It’s not like any of them are going to come here tonight, anyway. They signed the soul vow. They have to go to the ball.”

Wren leaned closer. Is she talking about the nominees?

Paolo sighed. “Yes … but remember what happened three cycles ago? That girl … what was her name—”

“May Westfield.”

Wren racked her brain, but she couldn’t pinpoint the name.

Paolo nodded. “She broke the soul vow to come visit her boyfriend, remember? It took weeks to clean up the mess that happened after. She had told five different students. It was a disaster.”

What the hell are they talking about? Wren wondered silently. She tried to make sense of their words, but she was clearly missing a vital piece of information. She shook off the confusion and refocused her attention on the task at hand.

An idea sparked in her mind.

Wren lifted her hands and called upon her illusionary magic. The sugarcoated scent filled her lungs, briefly clouding her senses. Violet runes sprouted from her fingertips, iridescent threads dancing in the air like glowing webs. She constructed two separate illusions. A boy and a girl. They had no discernible face or identity, but they were just real enough to look convincing if seen at a distance. The vague outline of two students.

She sent the first illusion running to the left of the corridor, the wispy form moving as she whispered the instructions softly beneath her breath. The sound was a thunderous echo in the quiet hall, footsteps pounding against wooden floorboards.

Everly and Paolo snapped their heads up in unison.

“Shit.” Everly craned her head to the left. “Did you hear that?”

“Go check it out. I’ll stand guard and make sure that—”

Wren quickly sent the second illusion running in the opposite direction, a second set of footsteps resounding in the air.

Paolo glanced to the right. “There’s two of them.”

“Go,” Everly instructed, frantically waving her hand. “But be quick.”

To Wren’s immense relief, her plan worked. Everly and Paolo sprinted in different directions, following the illusions.

She didn’t waste any time, softly tiptoeing toward the infirmary doors. She held her breath, praying the hinges wouldn’t creak.

But when she opened the doors, not a sound was heard, and she slipped into the room like a shadow, silent and undetected.

A sterile white room greeted her. There were no windows. No natural light. Iron sconces lined the empty walls, sending orange-soaked rays of light throughout the room. There were about a dozen beds stationed along the perimeter, each concealed by a gauzy curtain.

Wren walked up to the first bed, peering behind the curtain.

It was a boy she didn’t recognize. His skin was ashen, and his body was littered with gashes that had begun to heal, his brown hair still stained with oxidized blood. Wren closed the curtain and kept moving.

She approached the next bed, expecting to see one of the eliminated nominees on the other side, but when she opened the curtain, she was met with yet another face she didn’t recognize.

That can’t be right.

It went on like this for a few minutes. Wren pulling back the curtain, only to be faced with an empty bed or another fallen student, though none were the faces she was expecting to see.

There was only one bed left. One tucked at the far end of the infirmary. She could see the shadow of a body lying behind the curtain, but there was something else … another shadow leaning over the body, looking down at it.

Wren held her breath and opened the curtain.

She blinked in confusion.

Lying in the bed, unconscious and recovering, was Keira Holland, a newer student who had fallen prey to illusionary consumption. Swollen veins coated her skin, her lips dry and brittle. And sitting next to her, tears staining her cheeks, was another student Wren recognized.

“Maya?”

The girl looked up in surprise. “Wren. What—what are you doing here?”

“I came to visit someone.” She lowered her voice carefully. “How did you get in here?”

“I snuck in during the morning rotation … I’ve been hiding out here all day.” Maya looked up at Wren through her lashes, rubbing away a tear with the back of her hand. She sniffled, composing herself. “Sorry—it just sucks seeing Keira like this. She fell into illusionary consumption during Calligan’s exam. They think she’ll need another month before she regains consciousness …”

Wren placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“I’m sorry.”

Maya smiled through her tears. “I just … I feel bad for her, you know? She was really looking forward to tonight. There’s just something about the ball … that makes everyone feel normal again.”

“I get what you mean.” The Decennial Ball was a reminder of a life that no longer belonged to them. Even Wren could admit that a part of her was secretly excited to go to the ball, to feel that normalcy, even if only for one night.

Maya wiped away the rest of her tears and let out a calming breath. She looked up at Wren, tilting her head to the side as though a thought had suddenly occurred to her.

“Hey … shouldn’t you be getting ready?” She glanced down at the thin black watch around her wrist. “The ball starts in thirty minutes.”

“I was just about to head to Pettyworth to get dressed, but …” Wren glanced around the infirmary, lowering her voice. “Have you seen where they’re keeping the eliminated nominees? I stopped by to pay them a visit, but I can’t seem to find them.”

Maya blinked.

“Who?”

“Nick, Liza, Tristan and Georgia,” Wren said, enunciating their names slowly. “I’m not sure how much you know, but they’re the only ones who have been eliminated so far, and I just … I wanted to check in on them and see—” Her words were cut short when she noticed the look on Maya’s face. Her eyes were completely devoid of any emotion, as though she had barely heard what Wren had said. “What is it?”

Maya shook her head, confusion riddling her features.

“I just … I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

“What?” Wren stepped closer. “Maya, you’ve been at Blackwood for years. Longer than me. Of course you know who they are.”

“I … I don’t.”

“Weren’t you on the Decennial Committee with Nick?” Wren asked, bewildered.

“I am on the Decennial Committee,” Maya replied.

“Then you do know Nick,” Wren insisted. “I mean … I swear I’ve seen you two hanging out!”

“Nick …” Maya repeated the name, a distant look in her eyes.

For a moment, Wren swore she saw a spark of recognition in her face, but then Maya simply jolted back onto her feet and said, “Anyway, I should be going. I have to get ready for the ball myself. Keira would want me to be there.”

“Wait!” Wren called out, following Maya. “Stop!” She gripped Maya by the shoulders and spun her around, forcing her to face her. “Look at me. You know who Nick is. I know you do.”

Maya stared back, eyes wide and confused.

“I—I can’t … I don’t …”

“Liza. Nick. Tristan. Georgia. They were nominated for the Decennial. Everybody knows who was nominated. How could you not remember them?”

Tears welled behind Maya’s eyes. She smiled, but something about it was wrong, forced and uncanny. “Wren. Please. Let … let go …” She blinked furiously, but not before Wren caught sight of a strange river of fog briefly clouding her irises. It was only there for a moment, not even half a second … but she saw it.

Wren gasped, tightening her grip on Maya’s shoulders.

“Your mind … someone has messed with your mind …” She swore under her breath. Of course. “Maya. Look at me. Someone has altered your memories. Made you forget the eliminated nominees. Can you remember who it was?”

Maya’s mouth opened and closed. Panic flickered behind her eyes, a brief moment of understanding, but it quickly dissipated, replaced by that same forced smile.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Maya ripped herself free from Wren’s grip, stumbling backward. “I’ll … I’ll see you later, Wren!”

Before Wren could stop her, Maya was practically sprinting out of the infirmary, the door swinging closed behind her.

Wren stood there for a moment, jaw slack and eyes wide. There was no denying it.

Someone had erased the eliminated nominees from Maya’s memory.
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AUGUST

The walls of the banquet hall had been enchanted to look as though they had been dusted with starlight, a twinkling cosmos projected upon the glass ceiling. Vines dotted with white roses wrapped around the window frames, slithering their way toward the floor. Silver trays filled to the brim with towers of champagne floated around the dance floor. Enchanted butterflies fluttered their wings and soared throughout the room in swirling patterns, a kaleidoscope of opalescent colors. Students crowded around the dance floor, milling about and giggling into their hands, each one of them outfitted in fine fabrics and rich colors, an ostentatious display that made August’s stomach involuntarily churn.

When he finally mustered up the courage to walk inside, a nauseating cloud assaulted his senses. The air was redolent with the putrid scent of illusionary magic. He lifted his hand as one of the butterflies danced in front of him, swatting it away.

It disappeared in a puff of indigo and violet sparks.

Nothing but an illusion. Just like everything else in this godforsaken place.

“Don’t you clean up nice.”

Irene’s voice reverberated behind him. He tilted his head back and looked her up and down.

She wore a sleek midnight-blue gown with a rather high slit, exposing the side of her right thigh. Silver earrings shaped to look like daggers dangled from her ears, the tip of each blade adorned with glittering sapphires. Of course. Much like their usual uniforms, the ball outfits provided by the academy were tailored to fit the students’ personalities. And Irene’s dagger earrings were a stark reminder that her beauty came with a steep price.

“Nice dress.”

She narrowed her gaze. “Don’t pretend like you’re not dying to rip it off me.”

“I’d rather rip my own eyes out.”

“Well, I can help with that.”

He glanced down at her abdomen. Though it had been a couple of weeks since her initial wound in the maze, August could tell it was still bothering her.

“How’s it healing?”

“It’s still there, if that’s what you’re asking.” Her bottom lip twitched in displeasure. “I guess I forgot how persistent pain can be. Right when I think it might be fully healed, I make the tiniest wrong movement and it hurts all over again.”

“Bad luck,” mused August.

“Don’t be an asshole. There are still two trials left. You might have come out unscathed from the first couple, but I’d wager you won’t be so lucky next time around.”

“Wouldn’t you just love that?”

Something flashed behind her eyes. A fleeting emotion. So fast he could have missed it.

Irene stepped closer.

“You know what? I would love it. I would absolutely love to watch you crumble if it meant I’d be the last one standing. Because no matter what you do, no matter how many tricks you have up your sleeve—I will find a way to win.” She stepped past him, turning to glance at him over her shoulder. “I always do.”

And with that, she stormed off, disappearing into the crowd.

August refocused his attention on the room. The other nominees were congregated, slightly separated from the rest of the students. Josie and Carter were practically joined at the hip, sitting at a table, each nursing a glass of wine. They’d been inseparable since they lost their partners, clearly forming a new alliance. Emilio and Olivier were standing behind the table, awkwardly swaying along to the classical tune echoing throughout the hall. August assumed each was waiting for the other to pluck up the courage to ask for a dance, though neither of them dared to glance at the other.

“They’re infuriating,” said a familiar voice.

Masika had appeared behind him without a sound. She wore a golden embroidered dress, delicate bracelets wrapped around both arms. Emeralds decorated the golden bands of metal, glistening beneath the flickering candlelight. “I just want to force them to open their eyes.”

“I suppose we could do it for them.” August slid his gaze toward her. “Just a gentle nudge in their subconscious should do the trick.”

Masika shook her head in disapproval and swiped a glass of champagne from a nearby floating tray.

“Why do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Put on that ‘I hate the world’ front. You want everyone to think you’re this cold, apathetic person, but I don’t think you are.” Masika took a long sip, eyeing him carefully. “You’re not a bad guy, August. Stop trying to be one.”

“Masika.” August turned to her, angling his face closer. “Believe me when I tell you … that I am the furthest thing from good.”

She kept her gaze locked on his, unflinching.

“Well, guess what?” She leaned in closer. “I still don’t buy it.”

August chuckled, sweeping his gaze back toward the dance floor. He spotted Irene on the other side of the room, separated from the other nominees. She kept fussing with something on her neck, though August couldn’t see anything there.

“Irene seems more distant than usual.”

Masika nodded, lips pursed. “I thought it might just be the pressure of the Decennial, but … I’m worried about her. It’s like I can feel her fading. Like I can practically see the rift forming between us. Honestly, it kind of reminds me of—”

“Catherine?”

She nodded. “I know they’re not the same person, but I still worry. How could I not?”

“You think she’ll join the Demien Order.”

“She’s mentioned it before,” muttered Masika, dipping her voice lower.

August shook his head. “Irene wouldn’t. She’s smarter than that.”

“But she’s scared. Whether or not she admits it out loud, Irene is terrified. It’s why she’s desperate for power. She wants to feel in control. And a part of me can’t help but think that if she doesn’t win, if she doesn’t become part of the Ascended …” Her voice trailed away, but August knew what she was implying.

“You’ll have to keep a close eye on her.”

“I will.”

August sighed.

“Friendship in the afterlife isn’t for the faint of heart.”

“Neither is love.” She gestured toward Emilio and Olivier with an exasperated wave. “A part of me worries those two will never wake up and acknowledge their feelings.”

“Maybe they won’t.”

“Speaking of complicated feelings …” Masika chuckled beneath her breath.

August lifted his gaze.

“What?”

She nudged him toward the entrance. “Open your eyes.”

And that was when August looked up and saw her.

Her auburn hair had been set free from its usual braid, cascading down her shoulders in loose waves. The academy had gifted her a crimson dress that flowed to the floor in ribbons of silk. Rubies adorned her neck, like crystallized droplets of blood clinging to her ivory skin.

August was mildly aware of Masika’s amused gaze drilling into him, but he didn’t care. He couldn’t think of anything—of anybody—besides Wren Loughty standing before him, breaking through the crowd like a blood-soaked flame.

August.

He tensed as his own name rattled in his mind. For a brief second, he thought it might have been someone else calling out to him, his mind playing tricks on him. But he knew that voice.

He would always know that voice.

Wren continued to stare at him, his name echoing through his mind once more.

August.

A paralyzing shudder ran through his body when the realization dawned on him.

He’d figured there might be some residual side effects tied to the spell he had cast. Putting a piece of his soul inside someone was bound to have consequences.

Mind reading, however, was a bit of a surprise.

He had two options. He could pretend he hadn’t noticed and simply approach her as if nothing were wrong. Or … he could push the boundary a little more. Embrace the new connection and face the potential destruction left in its wake.

But as he watched her, as he let his eyes roam over her face, he knew there was really no choice. Not when he already knew what he was going to do.

He let out a shuddering breath … and dipped into her mind.

Loughty, darling. Are you going to simply stand there staring, or are you going to set aside your pride and come talk to me?

Confusion instantly washed over her face. Her brows scrunched. Her mouth slightly parted.

What … what is this? Her voice slithered into his mind. Why can I hear you?

Christ … hearing Wren’s voice was one thing, but feeling it inside his mind was something else entirely. It was overwhelming. Dizzying. Like a dangerously good high.

He needed to get a grip.

His legs moved robotically underneath him, cutting through the crowd. Neither of them dared to look away as they closed the distance between them.

When they were finally standing together in the middle of the dance floor, Wren let out a choked breath.

“What the hell is going on?”

August shook his head. “I don’t know.” It wasn’t a complete lie.

He knew why it was happening—he just had no idea how it was possible.

“We can’t … I shouldn’t be able to …” Wren shook her head. “Telepathic communication goes beyond any of our magical abilities. That isn’t … that isn’t something we should be able to do.”

August smirked. Well, I guess we’re just better than everybody else.

Wren scoffed.

You’re insufferable.

“You look nice,” August added out loud, looking her up and down. Nice. It didn’t even begin to scratch the surface. She was so much more than just nice. Though truthfully, he doubted there were any words he could string together that could adequately describe how he felt about Wren.

“Thanks.” Her eyes nervously scanned the room, as though she was looking for somebody.

“Something on your mind?” He cocked his head, stepping closer. “I would expect you’d be a little more … persistent about figuring out why we can suddenly read each other’s thoughts.”

Wren’s eyes jolted back toward August. “I just … I have something important I need to talk to you about.”

Apprehension pressed against August’s chest.

“More important than this? All right. I’m intrigued.”

Wren gnawed on the inside of her cheek. And then, to August’s immense surprise, she slipped into his mind once more.

I went to the infirmary.

August cocked his head. “What for?”

“Shh.” Wren grabbed him by the wrist and tugged him closer.

He tried to ignore the flutter in his stomach, the heat spreading through his limbs. “I went to visit the eliminated nominees.”

“Okay …” August sighed, losing his patience. “I don’t really see how any of this is relevant, or quite frankly more important than—”

They weren’t there.

August stiffened. What do you mean?

None of them were there. But I saw Maya … she was visiting a friend. And when I asked her about the eliminated nominees—she had no idea who they were.

That’s ridiculous. August scoffed. Maya knows who they are—

Someone erased them from her memory.

August felt his hands go numb. What … would make you think that?

Wren glanced over her shoulder, her eyes landing on the Ascended.

They were seated on an elevated platform, indulging in wine and an array of liquors. But they also seemed to be watching her and August, keeping tabs from a distance.

“We can’t keep talking into each other’s minds,” she whispered, turning back to face him. “They’re going to get suspicious if we’re just … staring at each other.”

She was right. But then the music swelled around them. The familiar triple meter of a waltz, the piano flowing through the air, amplified by a musical enchantment. It was in that moment that an idea came to August—an immensely stupid and reckless idea.

“We could”—he cleared his throat, glancing up at the ceiling—“dance.”

She blinked at him. “Me and you?”

“Yes, Loughty.”

“Oh.”

The look on her face was one of pure horror. God, he might as well have been asking her to murder her firstborn. He stretched out his open palm toward her. “Unless you have any other brilliant ideas?”

She shook her head. “None.”

August tensed as Wren slid her fingers through his, a warmth rushing into his chest. He drew her closer, laying his hand on her waist, settling it there cautiously. Every slight movement felt dangerous. Like balancing on the edge of a cliff.

He hated it.

Mainly, he hated how much he didn’t hate it.

The music swelled around them and August began to move, the familiar steps coming to him with surprising ease. It had been a while since he’d danced, those memories belonging to a life that barely felt like his own, but the movements were ingrained in his muscles, not so easily forgotten.

So … tell me, August whispered into her mind. What makes you think psyche magic has been involved?

I saw something in Maya’s eyes, Wren whispered back. A … fog.

August cursed under his breath. That does sound like mind alteration.

And then, earlier this week … Lou couldn’t remember them either. I thought it was just because she was new, but … there was also this nosebleed. I didn’t think anything of it at the time, but now …

We’ll have to tell the others. August’s eyes quickly scanned the dance floor, taking silent inventory of their surroundings. In private, obviously. There’s no telling who’s involved. Quite frankly, I wouldn’t be surprised if one of us—

You think one of the other nominees is doing it? Wren’s eyes widened. Why would they do something like that?

August shrugged. He wasn’t sure of anything anymore.

A few tense seconds of silence stretched between them as they continued to move across the dance floor, swaying in time with the music. It felt like an eternity before he heard Wren’s voice again, though this time it was out loud.

“You can dance.”

He chuckled.

“Don’t sound so surprised.”

She smirked, and August averted his gaze. “Oh, come on. You don’t exactly strike me as the kind of person who can waltz on command.”

“Maybe you don’t know me as well as you think you do,” he countered with a mocking grin.

“Using my own words against me?” Wren rolled her eyes. “How mature. You know, August, you’re not as mysterious as you believe you are.”

“Really?” He pulled her in with a sharp tug, and she let out a quiet yelp of surprise. Their movements didn’t falter, keeping time with the music as though an invisible thread connected their bodies.

“Tell me, Loughty.” His voice was husky and deep as he whispered the question into her ear.

“Who am I, then?”

Her eyes burrowed into his. “You’re … somebody who avoids getting too close to people because you’re afraid.”

“Of what?”

“Them seeing you for who you actually are, and not whatever act you’ve decided to put on for the day.” Her eyes raked up and down his face, and August suppressed the urge to run in the opposite direction. It was like she was looking into his soul. Like she could see all the darkness rotting inside him. The parts he desperately wanted to conceal from her. “You’re not special, August. You’re a lost and broken soul. Just like the rest of us.”

August’s chest tightened. “Well, I guess you’ve got me figured out, then.”

“Stop doing that.”

“Doing what?”

Wren leaned in closer, her mouth hovering just below his ear.

“Acting like you don’t care.”

A shrill panic coursed through August’s limbs. He stopped abruptly in his tracks, dropping his hands away from her, and stepped backward. Whether the crowd around them had noticed was of no consequence to him.

He had stopped noticing the rest of the room the moment he had seen Wren.

“What is it you want from me?” He clenched his hands into tight fists, his fingers trembling. “What is it you expect? A loud profession of love? An abrupt change in my demeanor?”

“Stop it.” Wren lifted her hand as if to reprimand him, and August snatched her wrist in one swift movement, pulling her closer.

“I can’t change,” he whispered, the tremor in his voice startling him. “I am who I am.”

“I’m not asking you to change,” Wren replied breathlessly. She kept her gaze fixed on him, challenging him with narrowed eyes. “All I’m asking for is honesty.”

“Honesty comes with a price. And I’ve been as open and honest with you as I can be without risking—” He cut himself off, dropping her wrist. The words pressed against his throat, an overwhelming feeling threatening to unravel his restraint.

No.

Not now.

“Risking what?” pressed Wren. “Please, August. I know—I know there’s something you aren’t telling me. Ever since I met you, I’ve felt it. This … resistance. This wall between us. But if you could just open up to me, if you could just tell me about your past—”

Wren was caught off guard, her words dropping midsentence as August pulled her in, resuming the dance. This time, he held her without caution, without the restraint from before, fully allowing himself to feel her.

He crossed the threshold and allowed his thoughts to reach into hers.

You have to promise me you’ll be careful.

Wren tensed, her face contorting in confusion.

Don’t try to change the subject—Just listen to me. He squeezed her hand. Don’t try to be the hero. Especially not until we figure out what’s going on with the eliminated nominees. There’s no telling who is behind this, and until we talk to the others, anybody is a suspect.

She scoffed. I’m more than capable of protecting myself.

I know you are. August inhaled a sharp breath. But I just need you to promise me that whatever happens, whatever you see, you’ll protect yourself. And only yourself.

She shook her head. But—

Please. He begged. Just promise me.

Wren opened and shut her mouth, blinking rapidly, and then nodded. She spoke the next two words in a breathless whisper.

“I promise.”

He spun her around, his hand placed firmly on her back, and dipped her toward the floor. Her breath caught in her throat, her hand tightening over his. Maybe she thought he might drop her, that he intended to humiliate her in front of everybody. But he didn’t. He held her tight, his gaze unwavering, and brought her back up in a graceful arch until her face was mere inches from his own. It was a dizzying feeling, being this close to her. Knowing just how many rules he was breaking. How many lines he had crossed.

“The song’s over,” Wren whispered, her breath grazing the side of his neck. “I think we can stop now.”

But August didn’t drop her hand. He felt paralyzed, a sweltering panic rushing up his throat, taking hold of his body. He knew that if he let her go, if he didn’t hold on, he might lose her forever.

“August—”

“Don’t trust anybody,” he whispered into her ear, a desperate last plea. “Not even those closest to you. Not even those who’ve shown you kindness. Not even those who appear to be on your side.”

“Why are you saying all of this?”

“Because,” August whispered, reluctantly dropping her hand. He leaned forward, his lips brushing her skin as he placed a torturous kiss against her cheek. He allowed himself to dip into her mind once more.

It’s all I have left.

And with that, he was off, sulking across the ballroom and toward the large wooden doors. He could hear the distant sound of Wren calling after him, the music rushing against his ears, resuming once again. The other students watched as he made his way out of the ball. His actions would have repercussions. His words carrying a weight only he could understand. And though he would have done anything to change the past, August knew he could no longer escape what had already been set in motion.
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EMILIO

Emilio wasn’t a fan of parties. Maybe it was the loud music or the forced socialization. Or maybe it was simply because last time he’d been dragged to a party … he’d died. So, despite the festive decorations and overall excitement buzzing around the room, he couldn’t help but be in a bit of a dour mood.

“Oh, come on. Just one more dance. You owe me.”

Scarlett was standing in front of Olivier, arms crossed and face twisted into a scowl. She was wearing a frilly pink dress that made her look like a cupcake—a beautiful cupcake, but a cupcake nonetheless.

Olivier sighed, swishing a champagne flute around in his hands.

“Scarlett, dear … I escorted you to the ball. I danced our agreed-upon three songs. I even held your hand while Jamie was looking to help you make him jealous. I think I’ve done more than enough for one night.”

She pouted her bright fuchsia lips in annoyance. “But you’re my date.”

“I’m your prisoner.”

She rolled her eyes. “Ugh. You’re no fun.” She spun around on her silver stilettos and stormed off, angrily snatching the nearest person she could find and forcefully pulling him toward the dance floor.

Emilio bit back a smile. He couldn’t lie, a part of him felt bad for Scarlett—Olivier wasn’t exactly being the most cooperative of dates—but he also couldn’t help but relish the fact that Olivier truly seemed to have no interest in her beyond their arrangement.

As the song slowly faded out, Josie and Carter, who had spent the past half hour twirling about the dance floor, made their way toward Emilio and Olivier. Sweat clung to their foreheads, their chests rising and falling with exertion.

“What are you two doing just standing there?” Josie giggled, swiping the champagne flute from Olivier’s hand and taking a swig. “This is a ball. You dance at a ball. You don’t just stand there sulking.”

“I’m not sulking,” Olivier protested.

“How about you?” Josie spun to face Emilio. “What’s your excuse?”

He shrugged. “I’m not really much for dancing.”

“Oh, come on.” Josie crossed her arms defiantly. “Tristan would be furious if he saw you standing around. Honestly, he probably would have smacked you two upside the head by now!” Carter chuckled. “And then Georgia would have dragged you to the dance floor, even if you were kicking and screaming the entire way there.”

“Yeah, well, they’re not here, are they?” Olivier snapped, sucking the air right out of the room.

Josie flinched as though his words had been a slap in the face.

“I … I know that.”

“Personally, I don’t feel like dancing around and celebrating when the rest of them are lying in the infirmary in God knows what condition,” Olivier continued, swiping another champagne flute from a nearby floating tray. “Quite frankly, I find it rather bizarre that you all would happily parade yourselves around the dance floor knowing that.”

“Tristan would want us to be enjoying ourselves,” Josie whispered, voice wavering.

Olivier snorted, swaying slightly. “You keep telling yourself that.”

Emilio winced at Olivier’s cruel tone.

“Hey … are you all right?” he whispered softly.

Olivier didn’t even look at him. “Oh, just dandy.”

Carter placed a comforting hand on Josie’s shoulder, casting a disparaging look in Olivier’s direction.

“Well,” he said, clearing his throat. “If you two change your minds, we’ll be on the dance floor.” He offered Emilio a sympathetic smile. “At least try to have fun.”

Olivier downed the rest of his glass as they walked away. It was his fourth. Or perhaps his fifth.

Emilio had lost count.

“Drink?” Olivier offered.

Emilio stiffened. “No. Thank you.”

Olivier snorted. “Why on earth not?”

Because the last time I got drunk I managed to get myself killed.

“I just don’t feel like it.”

“Suit yourself.”

Emilio sighed, losing his patience. “What’s going on with you? You had no right to speak to Josie that way.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Olivier retorted curtly.

Emilio had opened his mouth to question further when he noticed Masika standing on the other side of the room. She was waving them over, an impatient look in her eyes.

“Masika is calling us.”

Olivier sighed, uninterested. “For what?”

“Not sure.”

Emilio pushed himself away from the wall and made his way toward her. Olivier groaned, though Emilio could hear him following. Honestly—what had gotten into Olivier? He had seemed perfectly fine when they went to the Library. In fact, Emilio could have sworn that there had been something electric between them.

A spark.

“Took you two long enough,” Masika muttered once they’d reached her.

“We were busy,” Olivier snapped back.

Masika snorted. “Right. Busy staring at one another from across the room.”

A hot flush spread over Emilio’s cheeks. She was right. He’d spent the better half of the hour waiting for Olivier to approach him, but he hadn’t thought anybody else had noticed.

Luckily, she didn’t push the topic further.

“Anyway,” she sighed, leaning toward Emilio. “How did your little trip to the Library go?”

Olivier cleared his throat. If he was at all embarrassed by her comment, he was damn good at hiding it.

“Emilio got the book he needed.”

“Great!” She beamed. “So … did you find anything helpful?”

“I only read parts of it,” Emilio whispered, nervously glancing around. “There are a few potential theories, but I need more time. I didn’t want to risk being late. You know … considering.”

Masika nodded in understanding. “Well, let me know when you do. All of us. I’m sure the others would want to know.”

“Including Louise …,” whispered Emilio.

Their eyes collectively shifted toward the other side of the room, landing on Louise. She sat by herself, fingers tapping the table in time with the music. Despite his concerns that Louise might know more than she was letting on, Emilio had to admit she did seem rather harmless. With her large blue eyes and soft face. Her cherry-colored lips and long lashes.

She looked more like a pageant queen than a Demien.

“I can’t believe she harnessed shadow magic,” grumbled Olivier. “It just doesn’t make any sense. I mean … look at her.”

“But she did,” muttered Masika. “We all saw it.”

Olivier sighed. He went to take another sip from his glass, groaning in frustration when he saw that it was empty.

“Ugh. I’ll be back. I need another one.”

Emilio placed a gentle hand on his forearm. “Isn’t that your sixth?”

“So?” Olivier snapped, ripping his arm away and stumbling slightly. “Am I not allowed to have a goddamn drink in peace?”

Silence engulfed the three of them. There was only a second between the moment the words left Olivier’s lips and the regret washing over his face, but Emilio still found himself wincing at the harshness in his tone.

Olivier closed his eyes and grimaced. “Emilio. Shit. I shouldn’t have—”

“It’s fine,” Emilio said. “Go.”

Olivier blinked. He opened his mouth and then closed it, clearly deciding that whatever he had to say wasn’t worth it, and walked back into the crowd.

Next to him, Masika sighed. She placed her hand on Emilio’s elbow.

“Hey.”

Emilio couldn’t bring himself to look at her. “If you’re going to tell me to stop being a coward, I really would appreciate it if you didn’t.”

“I’m not.” She gently angled him closer. “What I was going to say was … don’t let his attitude get to you. We both know Olivier adores you. He’s just …” She let out a ragged breath. “Look. Whatever Olivier is going through right now, I guarantee it has nothing to do with you.”

“He seemed fine earlier,” Emilio whispered, defeated.

“Have you tried to talk to him about it?”

It sounded so simple. Just try. But despite knowing it was the rational thing to do, Emilio couldn’t help but listen to the little voice in the back of his head, the one that instilled fear in his heart and doubt in his mind.

“I just …” He let out a shuddering breath. “I need more time.”

Masika sighed, looping her arm over his shoulder.

“Don’t we all.”
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WREN

As one of the top students at Blackwood, Wren had grown accustomed to curious stares, some even laced with jealousy. But the eyes that bored into her now made her want to sink into her skin and disappear. She felt claustrophobic despite standing in the middle of a grand hall, as though the towering walls surrounding her had begun to slowly capsize, trapping her in a cage of lies and deceit.

They’d all seen them dance together. August and Wren gliding across the ballroom like a pair of ghosts. And worst of all, they’d seen him charge out of the room, leaving her behind to suffer the rest of the evening on her own.

Her head pounded—like a million stones relentlessly ricocheting against the base of her skull. She could hear August’s thoughts. It didn’t make any sense. It wasn’t even possible. But how could she deny what she had experienced herself?

And there was still the matter of the eliminated nominees. It was evident that someone had been erasing the memory of them from the minds of other students, but who would do something so horrific? Or even have the ability to?

With a surge of panic, she recalled the shadow creature that had slipped into Blackwood after the second trial—and Silas’s subsequent warnings about the Demiens. Were they the ones behind this?

Had they infiltrated Blackwood? Were they already here?

She scanned the room for a familiar face, but there were too many bodies. A sea of students spinning around her, a nauseating blur of iridescent colors. The pain in her head traveled down her spine, and she found herself gasping for air, pressing her hands against her knees as she doubled over. She was seconds away from sprinting out of the hall when a soft voice drifted in front of her.

“Are you all right?” It was Masika. She took Wren gently by the shoulders and lifted Wren’s chin toward her. “You look like you’re going to be sick.”

“No … I … I think something is wrong.” Wren glanced nervously around the room. She couldn’t explain it, but it felt like the Ascended were watching her. Like they were listening in on the conversation, their glowing eyes locked on her and Masika from across the hall. “Can we go talk somewhere? In private?”

“What is this about?”

Wren grabbed her by the wrist. “Please. Just trust me.”

Masika nodded in response, allowing herself to be led out of the hall.

They walked out into the nearest corridor. A few students lingered in the distance, sneaking sips of enchanted liquors from silver flasks and making out in stairwells, but otherwise, the corridor was fairly quiet. Wren pulled them farther away from the ballroom, pausing beneath a lantern.

Masika sighed in exasperation. “Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”

“The eliminated nominees,” Wren blurted out.

“What about them?”

“I went to the infirmary. They weren’t there.”

“What do you mean they weren’t—”

“They weren’t there.” Wren struggled to get the words out, a frantic edge clipping her voice. “No bodies. No trace of them. Nick. Liza. Georgia. Tristan. All of them. They’re all gone.”

Masika paled. “Maybe they’re keeping them in another building. Maybe they’re just—”

“There’s something else.” Wren stepped closer, dipping her voice lower. “I’ve spoken to multiple students, and nobody can remember them.”

Masika shook her head.

“That’s … that’s not possible. I remember them. You remember them.”

“But we’re both competing in the Decennial. Anybody else, anybody not involved in the competition … it’s like they’ve been erased from their minds. Any memories they had of them vanished.” Wren could hear how impossible it sounded. How ridiculous. Truthfully, she wouldn’t have believed it if she hadn’t witnessed it herself.

“Are you positive?” Masika whispered.

“It’s—it’s true.” Wren nodded ardently. “I promise I’m not lying. I promise I’m not—”

“Okay.” Masika grabbed her firmly by the shoulders. “I believe you.”

Wren blinked, taken aback.

“You do?”

“Of course. Wren … you might be a number of things … but a liar isn’t one of them.”

“Thank you.” Wren let out a wavering chuckle. “I think.”

“We should get the others and tell them what you know.” Masika dropped her hands and nervously fidgeted with one of the golden bracelets wrapped around her wrist. “Emilio snuck into the Library earlier today and got a book on shadow magic. Maybe … maybe this is all connected somehow. The shadow magic … the competition … the memories. We just need to get everyone together so we can figure it out.”

“Should we meet at Bonestrod?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. If we’re gone for too long, Silas might grow suspicious …”

“How about the garden?” Wren suggested. “That way we can stay near the ball.”

“Perfect.”

They had taken two steps back toward the banquet hall when a thought occurred to Wren. She came to a halt. “Wait—I … I don’t think August is in the ballroom anymore.”

Masika turned to look at her.

“What do you mean?”

“He left …” Wren winced, remembering the look on his face before he had run out of the room, leaving her alone on the dance floor. “I don’t think he plans on coming back anytime soon.”

Masika glanced over her shoulder impatiently. “Well, do you know where he went?”

“I have a good idea where I might find him.”

“Then go.” Masika gestured her forward. “I’ll gather the others. But … hurry.”

Wren nodded and scurried down the corridor. She pushed open the heavy doors of Elysium Hall and burst into the night, the hem of her crimson dress dancing against the wind. Cool air whipped against her face as she ran in search of August. She wasn’t sure how she knew where she’d find him. It was just this gut feeling. This instinct. It was like she could feel him calling to her, even when they were far apart, even when the odds were stacked against them. And as she approached the familiar granite steps that led toward Memorium, her certainty only grew. That feeling rushing up inside her, drawing her nearer, pulling her toward him like a rubber band snapping into place.

And before she even placed her hand upon the doorknob, before she even had the chance to open the door, she heard his voice calling out to her, the sound of it washing over her like fine morning mist.

Loughty.
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OLIVIER

There wasn’t enough cheap champagne in the world to mend what he had broken. How could he have spoken to Emilio like that? With such bitterness? With such disregard for his feelings? But this outburst was just another reminder that perhaps Olivier hadn’t changed as much as he thought he had. He still held on to his proclivity for pushing people away—his tendency to lash out when faced with panic and indecision. He was like a wild animal, desperately gnawing off his own arm in an effort to save himself.

He reflexively went to grab another champagne glass but stopped himself, shoving his hand back into his coat pocket. What would drowning his sorrows in drink prove? It was just another way of escaping what he had done. No … he should face the consequences of his actions with as much dignity as he could muster. He should turn back around and run straight to Emilio and plead his case. He should—

“I don’t know what I did wrong.”

Olivier glanced over his shoulder, only to find Emilio standing in front of him. God … he had never hated himself more. Emilio was watching him with red-rimmed eyes, nervously wringing a napkin between his hands.

“Emilio.” Olivier sighed, rubbing his face in exasperation. “You did nothing wrong. I’m just a careless drunk. Really.”

“It’s more than that. There’s something you’re not telling me.”

“Of course. But what is a man without his secrets?”

Emilio didn’t budge.

“Olivier.”

He sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Right. You’re not going to let this go, are you?” When Emilio didn’t respond, simply staring at him with unwavering resolve, Olivier knew he had lost this fight. “All right, fine. I suppose being drunk off champagne is as good a time as any to tell you …” He let out one final quivering breath before summoning up the courage to say the two words he had hoped never to speak out loud. “I’m … forgetting.”

Emilio blinked.

“Forgetting what?”

“I’m forgetting,” Olivier repeated. “My memories.”

And there it was. The one thing Olivier had wanted to avoid. The one thing he knew would break his heart into a million fractured pieces. That terrible, anguished look in Emilio’s eyes once the truth washed over him.

“No.” Emilio shook his head, denial twisting his features. “That … that can’t be. You can’t …”

“Afraid so.” Olivier masked his heartache with a shrug, leaning back against the wall behind him. “If I’m not crowned the Decennial victor, it’s bye-bye memories and hello eternity spent roaming the Ether.”

“How can you be so callous?”

The question pierced Olivier in the chest—a searing blade straight through his heart.

“Excuse me?”

“How can you stand there and act like all of this is some big joke to you?” Emilio sputtered. Whatever sadness had been clouding his eyes was replaced with an unfamiliar look of anger that made Olivier want to evaporate on the spot.

“It isn’t that simple—”

“Of course it isn’t!” Emilio shouted, his voice hoarse. “If you transitioned … if you were sent into the Ether … it would change everything. You would never—you would never be allowed to enter Blackwood again. You would never—”

“You honestly don’t think I know that?” Olivier shot back, the restraint inside him finally slipping, the mask falling away. When he spoke next, his words were laced with desperation. “You don’t think that this has been eating away at me? That I haven’t been drowning in my own misery? Knowing that I stand to lose everything? That I stand to lose you?”

Emilio flinched. The words rang out between them.

He stepped closer, his eyes softening. “Then why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because …” Olivier rubbed his face in exasperation. “Because I’m an idiot. Because I didn’t want to put this on you. I didn’t want to be a burden, to be something to be looked at with pity—”

“A burden?” Emilio choked out. “You could never be a burden to me. You are—you are everything to me. Don’t you understand that?”

Olivier felt his heart stutter—the most wonderful and glorious pain. You are everything to me. He wanted to tattoo the words onto his skin. Burn them into his mind. Hear them recited for the rest of eternity.

He gently cupped Emilio’s face before he could even comprehend what he was doing. Emilio seemed equally shocked, his eyes widening and mouth parting slightly. It suddenly dawned on Olivier how easy it would be to close the distance between them.

How had he never realized how simple it all was? It was just a single movement. A tiny, insignificant leap of faith. A second of bravery.

But clearly the universe must have been conspiring against him, because it was in that same moment that Masika appeared beside them, chest heaving up and down as she attempted to catch her breath. Behind her stood Josie, Carter and Irene—all of them with the same panicked look in their eyes.

Olivier swore under his breath, dropping his hands from Emilio’s face.

“Impeccable timing, Masika.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” she muttered, mustering an apologetic smile. “Truly. But … you two need to come with us to the garden. Now.”
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WREN

August was kneeling. Shoulders hunched and hands pressed against the floor. He had positioned himself in front of the pile of letters, as though he had been combing through them. As Wren closed the door and stepped inside, he made no indication that he heard her. But she knew he was aware of her presence. She could feel it. That inexorable thread tethering the two of them together.

He slipped his thoughts into her mind, calling out her name once again.

Loughty.

“I’m here,” she said out loud.

The sound of her voice echoing throughout the hall seemed to be enough to break the spell. August glanced up, peering over his shoulder. He looked so tired. Deep bruises stained the skin beneath his eyes. A heaviness pressed upon his shoulders, as if he were being weighed down by an unseen force.

“You found me,” he whispered, the slightest hint of a smirk on his face. It was that same crooked grin she knew so well—that coy and mischievous look. But it was dimmer than usual, his eyes still clouded by a strained anguish.

She took another step closer.

“Of course.” She matched his smirk. “I always will.”

He returned his gaze to the letters. Wren crossed the hall until she was standing beside him.

“Did you know one of them?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No … well. No one who would have left behind a letter. The person I lost simply … left.”

Wren knelt down beside him.

“You never told me you lost someone to the Demien Order.”

August slipped one of the letters between his fingers, letting it fall soundlessly to the floor.

“It was a long time ago.”

Wren bit the inside of her cheek, contemplating whether or not she should pry. The truth was—she wanted to know about his past. She was desperate to finally chip away at that wall between them. If she could get him to open up to her, maybe she could get him to recognize that they weren’t so different after all. That all of that darkness, all of that anger and pain he was bottling up inside him, also lived inside her.

“You know … you can talk to me about these things.” She placed her hand upon his. “I know what it’s like to lose someone. To live with that gaping hole in your chest … that broken feeling that never really goes away. Some days I wake up so angry … it scares me. How could one person hold so much anger?” His fingers had begun to tremble, but she didn’t let go. She only held on tighter. “I know you want to run from it, to pretend it doesn’t exist … but that won’t make it go away, August. Grief isn’t the villain. It just wants to help you remember that despite losing someone, despite the sadness and heartache and pain … there was also once love.”

The silence rang out between them as August inhaled a long and quivering breath. She hoped it would be enough, that it would be the final push. But then he simply slipped his hand away from hers. As if her words had meant nothing. As if she meant nothing.

When he spoke, his voice was a cold and empty sound.

“What do you want from me, Loughty?”

Each word was like a slap in the face. A bitter, cruel reminder of what she had always been too afraid to accept. This was who Augustine Hughes really was. He was cruel. Cold. The monster of Blackwood. And maybe it was simply time she accepted that there was no changing him.

She cleared her throat and swallowed the tears threatening to escape. He didn’t deserve the satisfaction of seeing her cry.

“I need you to come back to the ball with me.”

He grimaced as he stood up. “I really can’t stomach another second of it.”

“Well, you don’t have much of a choice,” Wren said curtly. “I told Masika about the eliminated nominees. We’re going to regroup with the others and try to figure out who’s responsible for—”

“I don’t believe that will be necessary.”

They hadn’t heard him enter. Nothing. Not a sound. Not until he had spoken, his voice reverberating in the air, deep and menacing.

Headmaster Silas stood at the center of the main hall, directly between the pews. The dark cloak strewn over his shoulders made him appear less human and more like a specter, like a phantom swathed in shadows.

“Headmaster Silas.” Wren’s voice shook with apprehension. “I’m sorry. We were … we were just about to go back to the ball. August needed some air, and I—”

“Did you not find it odd that we were willing to change a tradition carved into the very seams of the afterlife?” Silas began to walk forward, his boots pounding the floorboards. “That we would simply forgo that sacred process without a second thought? I suppose I shouldn’t be all that surprised … everybody thinks they’re special, don’t they? That they truly are unprecedented.”

Next to her, August tensed. He took a step forward, protectively angling his arm in front of her.

“I’m sorry, Headmaster.” Wren shook her head. “I don’t … I don’t understand.”

“What if I told you that we hadn’t changed tradition?” Silas dragged the edge of his walking stick against the floor, a horrible scraping sound piercing the air. “That the truth is … every Decennial has been a competition. Every Decennial has always involved twelve nominees. Twelve students competing. And that only one of them has ever returned to claim their rightful place among the Ascended.”

“That’s … impossible,” Wren choked out. “We would—we would know that. We would—”

“Psyche magic can be quite a powerful thing.” Silas broke out into a sinister smile. “I know students can access a tiny fraction of it, but if accessed in its full power … some say it’s the most dangerous magic of all. It can make you believe things that were never true. Make you see things that were never there. It can make you forget things … forget people.”

The realization sank into Wren’s chest and spilled through her like an unforgiving tide.

“It was you,” she whispered, unable to hide the terror in her voice. “You erased the eliminated nominees from everyone’s memories.”

Silas took another step forward, but this time, August moved with him. He darted forward, planting himself in front of Wren, separating her from Silas. Bright flames burst from his exposed fingertips, traveling up his forearms. Wren could feel the heat radiating from his body. The fury burning in his eyes.

“Don’t …” His voice was practically a growl. “Not another step.”

“Of course, Mr. Hughes.” Silas lifted his hands in feigned innocence. “I have no intention of harming either of you. In fact, I am still quite fond of your dear Wren. She is a remarkable student and a fearsome competitor.”

“Explain yourself,” Wren demanded, pushing August out of the way. She didn’t need him defending her—especially not after he had completely disregarded her only moments earlier.

“Of course. As you wish.” Silas slowly slipped his leather gloves off as he spoke. “It’s quite simple. Every Decennial I make the same announcement. I make the surprising revelation that the sacred Decennial Festival has been made into a competition. And as the trials go on, I wipe the eliminated students from everybody’s memory. You forget they ever existed. Each and every one of them. And all you remember is the winner … the nominee.”

A sharp ringing echoed in Wren’s ears. She fought against the panic, willing her face to remain neutral.

“Why?”

“The Ether has always required balance,” Silas explained calmly. “It has always needed to consume Corrupted Souls in order to function. However, in the past few hundred years or so … something changed. It began to fight us. Have you not noticed it? The way it retaliates when you attempt to cross through it?”

Of course she did. The Ether was constantly fighting them. But she’d assumed it was normal. That it was just part of the way their world worked. She had never thought, not even for a moment, that something like this could be true.

He continued. “We’re not certain what changed within the Ether, but it became evident that it needed … more. That Corrupted Souls weren’t enough. And Blackwood students … well, there’s something about your souls that satiates the Ether. At least for ten years. So the Decennial offered us the opportunity to make that necessary sacrifice. To hand over a select group of students in exchange for order and balance within the afterlife.”

August cursed furiously beneath his breath, running a hand over his face. “Order and balance? Is that what you truly believe?”

“It’s what I know,” Silas replied.

“You’re a monster,” Wren choked out.

Silas’s lips twitched. “I gave you what you wanted.”

“This,” she seethed, hands clenched, “is not what I wanted.”

“Is it not? You wanted the nomination. The chance to become an Ascended. Part of the academic elite. And I gave it to you.”

“But if I had known—”

“You would have changed your mind?” The words hit her like a punch in the gut. A breathless feeling that made her knees buckle beneath her. “Don’t lie to yourself, Wren. The truth doesn’t change anything. You would still have wanted the nomination.”

“You’re wrong.” But as the words left her lips, a part of her faltered. Would she have changed her mind? Would it have changed anything at all? She’d always been ambitious, maybe even to a fault.

He must have read the doubt on her face, because he stepped closer, lips pulled into a twisted smile.

“There’s no running from what lives inside you.” His voice traveled across her skin, venomous and cold. “In fact, you remind me a lot of myself. That desire to be the best. To reach your full potential. It’s why I chose you.”

Wren let her eyes bore into his. She refused to look away.

“I’m nothing like you.”

He tilted his head and narrowed his gaze. “Then what about Maeve?”

For a split second, everything froze. It was like the world around her had completely ceased to exist, nothing but the two of them still in focus. She watched the darkness pass over Silas’s eyes, the cruelty still lingering from the words he had spoken.

He had opened that sealed box inside her and destroyed it.

With one simple word.

One name.

“How?” Wren choked out.

“Your sister shouldn’t have been in the car with you. You let her drive even though you knew she had been drinking. Not to mention that your mother had specifically told you not to take her to the party. But you’d been angry at your mother. Wanted to defy her wishes just to prove a point.” The world tilted. The air soured.

“Stop.”

He didn’t. “But it wasn’t just that night. You lived your life focused only on yourself. On how to make others around you bend to your wishes. You thrived on being better than others. It was your addiction. And you would rather have condemned your sister to an early grave than simply conform to the rules around you.” His voice dipped lower. “I am the only one who won’t judge you, Wren. I won’t judge you because I understand. The rules of the world sometimes need to be changed. Sometimes sacrifice is necessary in order for you to reach your true potential.”

Tears threatened to spill from her eyes, burning mercilessly. She could feel August watching her. The mere thought of him standing there, listening, made her want to keel over. But now there was no more running. No more pretending. August would finally understand the ugly truth hidden inside her, the darkest parts of her stripped bare for him to see.

“You’re—you’re wrong.” Wren shook her head. “Changing the rules is one thing. You’re sacrificing innocent souls, you’re destroying—”

“Enough.”

The single word was like a hand constricting around her throat, silencing her.

“Now …” Silas approached them, the outline of his shadow stretching menacingly over the floor. “If I’m not mistaken … I believe we are needed in the garden.”

Wren’s eyes widened in shock. “How did you—”

“Best not to keep them waiting.”

Silas snapped his fingers before Wren could wrap her head around what he was about to do. One second the three of them were standing in Memorium, shrouded in darkness, and the next they were in the garden, bathed in the silver glow of night and standing among the other nominees. Masika, who had been talking to the others, stopped midsentence.

Her eyes snapped toward Wren in confusion.

“What … what is this—”

“Hello, nominees,” Silas interjected. “I apologize for the intrusion … but I believe it is time I share something with you all.”






PART VI

THE BETRAYAL






47

MASIKA

Masika’s relationship with anxiety was one of constant surveillance. Monitoring her body for the telltale signs. Observing every sensation sweeping through her limbs with dread. It had always felt like an inevitability. Something she couldn’t run from, despite how hard she might try.

If there was ever a moment for the panic to seize her body, it was now. She waited for the adrenaline to kick in. For the numbness to take root. But as she heard the words leave Headmaster Silas’s lips, her brain slowly processing the truth, it wasn’t panic she felt.

It was fury.

Her anger blotted out any trace of anxiety lingering in her body. It was a raging river, desperate to consume everything in its path. She squeezed her hand into a tight fist, welcoming the pain. The pain meant she was still here. That she still had a fighting chance.

Unlike the others.

Nick. Liza. Georgia. Tristan. They weren’t injured. They weren’t recovering.

They were gone. Destroyed.

Nothing but sacrifices for the Ether’s insatiable hunger.

Masika fought back the bile rising in her throat as she recalled Nick’s last moments. The way he had looked at her. The scream that had torn from his throat. It was burned in the back of her mind, unrelenting.

It hadn’t been an illusion. It hadn’t been a trick.

It had been real.

His pain, his anguish, his desperation … it had all been real.

The only way to survive was to win. But what was the point of winning, of cementing herself as an Ascended, if it meant watching the people around her perish? It had now become clear why people had chosen to cross over to the Other Side, despite the uncertainty waiting for them. They had been unwilling to live the rest of their eternal existence knowing that their triumph, their induction into the academic elite, had been at the expense of eleven other souls. Which meant that the nominees who had stayed, who had chosen to become Ascended, had been capable of overlooking that inescapable truth.

They understood that their victory was drenched in suffering and had chosen to ignore it. Headmaster Silas clasped his leather gloves in his hands and looked among the group.

“Now … are there any questions?”

Josie let out an animalistic cry. Carter caught her before she could collapse, his own face riddled with shock and disbelief. His skin was ashen and pale, his hands trembling even as he held Josie in his arms.

Emilio and Olivier hadn’t moved since Silas had appeared before them and explained the sordid truth of the Decennial. They simply stood side by side, denial on both of their faces. Even Irene, whose emotions were often difficult to read, seemed shaken up by the news, a frenzied panic building in her eyes.

Wren and August looked as though they were restraining themselves from pouncing on Silas and ripping his head off. Masika didn’t blame them. She understood that rage—that need to inflict suffering in the hope of filling the hole in her chest.

“It’s okay, Josie. It’s … it’s okay.” Carter’s voice cracked as he held back the tears Masika knew would inevitably fall. He had lost his sister. His twin. A part of him severed and destroyed, taken from him forever.

Josie wailed in his arms, the sound breaking something inside Masika. “I didn’t … I didn’t even say goodbye. I—oh God. He’s gone … he’s gone.”

That seemed to be enough for Wren to snap.

“How could you do this?” Her eyes gleamed with feral anger. It was startling. An almost primal side of Wren that Masika had never seen before. “You’ve wiped our memories God knows how many times … made us forget people. How many students have you destroyed? How many people have we forgotten?”

If Silas was at all moved by her words, he didn’t show it. He simply let out a sigh, as though this whole thing was nothing but an inconvenience for him.

“I don’t expect you to understand completely. It’s all rather complicated. As I previously stated, the Ether needs to consume the souls of students every ten years. It’s the only way we can continue to successfully travel through it. If the Ether is not satiated—then we cannot do our duty. Do you understand what I’m telling you? Without these necessary sacrifices, the Ether would lose its stability.” He inclined his head, a smile lifting his lips. “Now, ask yourselves … isn’t a small, insignificant sacrifice worth preserving the order of the afterlife?”

Masika didn’t feel the moment her legs moved beneath her.

One second she was standing among the group, listening, and the next she was throwing herself at Silas, hands desperate to claw out his throat. But before she could reach him, a pair of strong arms had pulled her back, holding her steady.

“Don’t.” It was August. He had an arm wrapped around her chest, his voice low and hoarse. “It’s not worth it. He’s not worth it.”

“Insignificant?!” Masika bellowed, thrashing against August’s grip. She dug her fingernails into his arm, but he didn’t waver. He didn’t even wince. “How dare you? They were people!”

Silas laughed, cold and mocking. “Ms. Sallow—”

“You’re not God!” Masika spat. “You don’t get to toy with people’s souls. To decide whether or not they deserve to exist!”

Silas watched her with an inscrutable expression. He began to pace back and forth, eyes trailing over the nominees.

“Anger is a normal reaction. I expect you to feel this way. To be frustrated. I’ve dealt with it before. Hundreds of times. This isn’t the first time the truth was revealed earlier than intended, but students always come around. How else would we have the talented group of Ascended currently helping preserve order in our halls?”

“Then they’re just as sick and twisted as you,” Masika snapped. “Any sensible person would rather cross over to the Other Side than support an institution that thrives on the ashes of its students.”

“Really?” He cocked his head to the side. “Look around, Ms. Sallow. Think about it. I am quite certain that if presented with the choice, each and every one of your fellow nominees would choose to stay. That this sacrifice, terrible as it may be, doesn’t change what you are all fighting for.”

Masika ripped her gaze away from him and glanced around the group.

She didn’t want him to be right. He couldn’t be. But as her eyes scanned the others, one by one, an inescapable truth settled in her bones. All of them were desperate to stay, to save themselves.

Whether it was for power, or for love, or simply because it was better to survive than throw themselves into the unknown.

They’d all stay. Each and every one of them.

The tension in her muscles slackened. Her body gave in to August’s restraint, and his arms loosened their grip. He must have felt it too.

Defeat.

“What does this mean for us?” Irene asked, stepping forward. Masika was desperate to speak with her in private, to have a moment alone.

“Nothing changes,” Silas explained. “You all signed the soul vow that tethers you to the Decennial … which means you must complete all the remaining trials.”

“But we could break the soul vow,” whispered Emilio, a hint of hope in his voice. “We’d be thrown into the outskirts of purgatory … but we wouldn’t be destroyed. We would still have a chance—”

“My apologies, Mr. Córdova.” Silas offered a coy smile. “There were … additional conditions intertwined within the soul vow.”

Olivier cursed under his breath. “Of course …”

“If you break the soul vow, you won’t just become untethered from Blackwood,” Silas said. “Anybody who decides to forfeit, to not participate in the remaining trials, will be considered eliminated.”

“Eliminated?” Carter echoed, voice wavering. “What does that mean?”

“It means if we don’t participate in the remaining trials, if we break the soul vow, he’ll feed us to the Ether anyway,” Wren said, eyes locked on Silas. “Isn’t that right, Headmaster?”

Silas smiled. “Correct.”

Josie burrowed her face into Carter’s chest, a sob racking her throat. He placed his hand protectively over her head, drawing her closer. The others all seemed to collectively wilt as the realization slowly dawned on them.

“There’s no escaping this,” whispered Emilio, his voice broken and hoarse. “Only one of us will survive.”

Silas nodded. “It is the only way.”

Masika wanted to scream. She stared at all of their faces—these people she had grown to know … to care for. This couldn’t be the conclusion to their story. A brutal end, nothing but sacrifices destined to be forgotten.

“I’m afraid I have one more surprise announcement …,” Silas said, cutting through her thoughts. He began to walk forward, deeper into the garden. “You all must leave the ball immediately and follow me.”

August tensed, his expression darkening.

“What for?”

Silas glanced over his shoulder, a flicker of anticipation sparking behind his eyes.

“For the third trial, of course.”
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OLIVIER

Olivier had always prided himself on his ability to find loopholes. He was capable of slithering out of situations most people found themselves paralyzed by. It was just a part of who he was—a quality ingrained in the very atoms of his being. He was whip-smart. Nimble. Fast on his feet.

But this … this was perhaps his Achilles’ heel. The one situation he would never be able to get himself out of. There was no conceivable way around it. No loophole to be found. There was just the inevitable conclusion waiting for him.

He would win … or he would face destruction.

But what was an eternal existence without Emilio? What was the point of surviving if he would be forced to endure the torment of knowing his victory had been paid with the price of his soul?

Nobody had time to ask any questions as Headmaster Silas darted into the night, leading them out of the garden and back toward the main path. He made his way across the grounds, his steps brisk.

But the farther they walked, the more it became clear that Silas was taking them straight to the main gates.

Emilio looked up in confusion. “Are we—are we leaving the grounds?”

“We are, Mr. Córdova.”

“But—” Emilio glanced at the others with a bewildered expression. “I thought … we weren’t allowed.”

“The circumstances have changed.”

August stepped forward. “Where are you taking us?”

Silas stopped at the large arched gate carved into the entrance of Blackwood, the hem of his coat fluttering in the wind. He reached into his pocket, an amused glint in his eyes, and revealed a large iron key.

“I suppose you’ll just have to follow me and find out.”

The moment Olivier stepped through the gates, crossing the threshold that separated Blackwood and the woods looming around it, something shifted. A change in the atmospheric pressure. The wind picked up its pace, scattering burnt-sienna leaves beneath their feet. It hummed in Olivier’s bones, altering the way the air traveled through his lungs.

Then, without warning, the world around them darkened, gray clouds dotting the sky.

Seconds later, tiny white flakes descended upon them.

“Is this …” Emilio lifted a hand into the air. “Is this snow?”

“Looks like it,” whispered Wren a few paces behind them.

Olivier opened his mouth and let a snowflake fall onto his tongue.

“It really is snow.”

“I think we’ve established it’s snowing,” Irene muttered bitterly beneath her breath. A snowflake landed on her eyelash and she blinked it away, scowling up at the sky.

“Hurry along, nominees!” Silas called out in front of them, waving them forward. “I would recommend keeping up with my pace. You wouldn’t want to get lost in these woods.”

The farther they walked, the colder the air around them became, a frigid chill fluttering through the wind. The clouds above them darkened, shifting from feathered gray to starless black, as if the heavens were seconds away from breaking open.

“Here we are.”

Silas came to a halt in front of a clearing. It was a perfect circle cut through the woods, an opening with an unobstructed view of the darkening sky above them. Stone benches sprouted from the earth, dozens of flowers jutting out from the snow-speckled grass beneath them. Eight stone archways adorned the perimeter of the clearing, vines and various plants wrapped around the structures like ribbons.

“Where are we?” asked Josie, sniffling. “Is this part of Blackwood?”

“It doesn’t look like it,” Masika whispered warily.

“We are at a crossroads,” Silas explained, motioning toward the clearing with a sweeping gesture. “The forest we just walked through was still technically a part of Blackwood. This clearing, however, marks the end of Blackwood’s territory. The beginning of what lurks beyond.”

“And what exactly does lurk beyond?” Irene asked with an impatient sigh.

“The rest of purgatory,” Silas replied with a coy smile. “A dark and treacherous world. I know you may be used to the structure and safety found within Blackwood, but what lurks beyond is anything but safe.”

“Enough mind games.” August shoved his hands into his pockets. “Just tell us why we’re here.”

“Very well.” Silas offered him a tight-lipped smile. “As you can see, there are eight arches surrounding us. One for each of you. They are linked to a specific location within the outskirts of purgatory. Upon crossing the arch, you will materialize at these various locations, separated from the rest of the group. Once you arrive, you are meant to locate an elixir that will allow you to dismantle an illusion. You will have exactly one hour.”

“That’s it?” Irene scoffed. “An illusion?”

“It’ll be more complex than you think, Ms. Bamford.”

“What happens after we dismantle it?” asked Wren, arms clamped tightly over her chest.

“You must find the original arch and cross through it. You’ll emerge in this clearing and walk back to Blackwood and meet me and the remaining nominees at Bonestrod.”

The remaining nominees. Olivier shivered. He knew what those words meant … that some of them weren’t coming back.

“Fine,” Irene snapped. “Can we just get this over with?”

Silas clapped his hands and the sound rang in the air, echoing all around them.

“Very well. Nominees … please pick an arch.”

For a split second, nobody moved. It was like they were trying to memorize each other’s faces. Like they were trying to stop time and preserve the moment somehow.

Silas let out a sigh. “I understand your hesitation, but we must get moving. We’re on a tight schedule.” He glanced down at the pocket watch tucked into his coat. “Ah … please forgive my early departure, but I’m afraid there is some business I must attend to. You may commence the trial, and I’ll meet those who remain at Bonestrod.” He smiled up at them through his dark lashes. “Good luck.”

From one breath to the next, he vanished, disappearing within a cloud of black smoke.

Irene approached the arch first. She was moments away from stepping through when Masika made a small noise—a startled gasp of disbelief.

Irene froze, hands clenched. “What?”

“You’re not going to say bye?” Masika said incredulously. It wasn’t a question—it was an accusation. Her voice wavered with every word. “After everything we just learned? What if one of us doesn’t make it? What if this is the last time we see each other?”

Olivier held his breath. The silence was thick enough to drown in.

Irene stared back, lips parted. Olivier swore he saw a tiny flicker of regret behind her eyes, but it quickly dissipated, replaced by that cold and unforgiving look of determination she had been wearing since Silas had told them the truth.

“What difference does it make?”

Masika flinched. “What difference? Dammit, Irene. Don’t you get it? You’re selfish and cruel and manipulative. You’ve broken my heart more times than I can count and you’ve smiled while you’ve done it. And yet despite all of that, despite the cruelty you wear and the pain you inflict on others … you are my friend.”

A gust of wind blew through Irene’s hair, washing the side of her face in a blanket of darkness. Her eyes welled with tears, hands trembling by her side. She opened her mouth as if to say something, and then she simply turned back to face the arch, stepped through it, and vanished into thin air.

Silence swept over the clearing in a devastating blow. Masika’s eyes were glued to the space where Irene had been standing only seconds earlier. Her glassy eyes were wide, jaw slack. For a moment, Olivier was certain she would collapse onto her knees and break down completely, but then something changed.

She wiped the tears from her eyes. She inhaled a long and steadying breath.

When she turned back to look at them, the sadness was gone. The only thing left was a stone-cold look of resolve.

“She’s right,” Masika said. “We should get this over with.”

The others began to cross, one by one.

Carter was first, silently approaching one of the arches. Olivier shivered at the look in his eyes. It was the look of someone who had accepted their fate. A look of pure surrender. He didn’t utter a single word before disappearing into his arch.

Josie wiped the cascading tears from her cheeks as she hugged Emilio. “I … I can’t do this.”

“You can.” Emilio placed his hands on her shoulders. “I know you can.”

She gave him one final hug before facing the next arch. A shaky exhale escaped her lips as she turned to look at the rest of them, a broken smile on her face.

“Good luck.”

And then she crossed through, disappearing into thin air.

August and Wren were next. Olivier had expected some dramatic last conversation between the two of them, one final clash … but there was nothing. They simply stared at one another for a prolonged moment, silence reverberating in the space between them. And then they turned toward the next two arches in unison and vanished.

Olivier glanced between Masika and Emilio.

“Well.” He cleared his throat. “I suppose it’s our turn.”

Masika lifted the corner of her mouth into a sorrowful smile. “This isn’t goodbye. We could still make it to the last trial.”

“I know, but …” Olivier didn’t need to say the words out loud. They knew.

Even if they survived this trial … only one of them would make it to the very end.

Emilio let out a shuddering breath. “I wish … I thought …” He looked between the two of them and shook his head. “I don’t know how to do this.”

“It’s okay. You don’t have to.” Masika inhaled a sharp breath. “I’ll go first.”

She walked up to the next arch, eyes narrowed, and paused at the threshold. Her breath quickened, her chest rising and falling as though she was on the brink of panic. When she glanced over her shoulder, Olivier had the sudden urge to run up and stop her. To grab her by the shoulders and pull her back to safety.

“If this is the last time we speak to one another,” she said, a rueful smile forming on her lips, “then I just want to say I’m glad we became … unfortunate acquaintances. It wasn’t a lot of time, but … it was enough.”

She walked through the arch before either of them could respond.

Olivier bit back the sob fighting its way up his throat. He turned to look at Emilio and found his own desperation mirrored in his eyes. They stared at one another, neither of them moving, neither of them even daring to breathe.

“Emilio.” Olivier whispered his name, clinging to it with divine reverence. He swore under his breath as he struggled to find the right words, cursing his own inadequacy. His hands trembled with fear and anticipation—with the possibility of ripping open a seal that he should never have closed.

A paralyzing silence engulfed them. Emilio’s expression shifted from pained to anguished as he cupped Olivier’s face in his hands, pressing their foreheads together with delicate care.

“I know,” Emilio whispered. The two words sank into Olivier’s chest and cracked him open.

They pulled away from one another, eyes locked in a dizzying moment of uncertainty.

But terror had hardened Olivier into stone. He couldn’t move. He could only stare at Emilio, at the warmth of his eyes, and pray that the love he had for him would be enough to freeze time over.

“We should go,” Emilio whispered, breaking the spell. Olivier nodded through the pain.

They approached the final two arches. A sharp, overwhelming feeling struck Olivier in the chest. It was like water rushing down his throat, panic seeping into his lungs.

Emilio glanced up at him. “See you at Bonestrod?”

Olivier nodded, the words he wanted to speak lost within the panic. Swept away by the current.

And then, with one final breath, they crossed through the arches and the world around them dissolved.
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IRENE

Irene was beginning to think she might freeze to death before the Decennial had any chance of destroying her. She’d stumbled into a never-ending tundra, nothing but snow and ice and jagged mountains dotting the horizon. It was a startling transition—so much open space after years and years of nothing but Blackwood. She wasn’t sure how to wrap her head around it. Knowing there was more to purgatory than just the walls of the academy.

It was daunting. Thrilling.

She needed to know more.

Her fingers absentmindedly fussed with the locket as she walked. She’d already tried calling Mateo, but it seemed that whatever connection they shared no longer worked, now that she had crossed Blackwood’s perimeter. But she needed to speak with him. To ask if he had known the truth about the Decennial.

Something in the distance caught her attention. An object pressed into the snow. It glinted against the silver glow of the sky, though she didn’t realize what it was until she was standing directly over it.

A teacup.

She picked it up off the ground and inspected it carefully. The handle was made from polished silver and adorned with glittering rubies, a familiar black liquid lying at the bottom of the cup.

The elixir.

Irene didn’t waste any time, chugging it back in one gulp.

The illusion spread over her eyes like warm water. She blinked, a grogginess seeping through her limbs, and opened her eyes to find herself standing in a glass cage, a spotlight illuminating her body from above.

Darkness stretched out on all sides, an eerie nothingness hovering beyond the glass walls. She was alone.

Or so she thought.

A figure emerged from the shadows.

“Looks like you’ve gotten yourself in a bit of a bind.”

Irene would never forget that face. Sharp cheekbones. Raven-black hair. A set of eyes as dark as her own. She wore the same red lipstick she’d worn every day of Irene’s short life, a deep cherry color that made it look like her lips were painted with dried blood.

“Mom?”

Her mother pressed her hands against the glass. “Irene.”

No.

Irene staggered backward, colliding with the glass wall. A rush of terror crawled up her throat, constricting her lungs, seizing her chest.

It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. But the panic coursing through her was. The terror rooting her to the ground. Those feelings were real. They spread through her like a raging fire, consuming every inch of her body.

Get a grip, Irene berated herself. This was just an illusion. Something meant to distract her from the task at hand. But when she tried to summon the magic, it didn’t come, a hollow emptiness flowing through her.

“Something bothering you, dear?”

Irene jumped at the sound of her mother’s voice. “You’re not real. You’re—you’re just an illusion.”

“My Irene … always so defiant. So headstrong.” Her mom chuckled, the sound echoing with a dreamlike reverberation. “And look at you now. Trapped. Nothing but a stubborn little girl stuck in the confines of her own mind.”

“I’m here because of you,” Irene spat. “You’re the reason I’m dead.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is. You abandoned me.” The edges of the memory threatened to leak back into Irene’s mind, but she pushed it away, biting back a swell of angry tears. “You could have sent me away somewhere. You were selfish.”

“This isn’t about the past, Irene.”

“Then what?”

Her mom’s eyes drifted lower, toward the ground. Irene followed her gaze.

A shiver coursed through her body.

Dark water had begun to rise from the ground, covering her ankles and calves. Irene’s breath hitched in her throat, her chest twisting with panic. She pounded her fists against the glass wall, slamming them as hard as she could.

“Please! Let me out!”

Her mom cocked her head to the side. “Can’t you see? All you’ve ever done is push people away. Even the people you call friends. Nobody did this to you.” She tapped the glass wall and smiled. “This, my dear girl, is a cage of your own making.”

“No.” Irene gritted her teeth, summoning the violet runes of illusionary magic into her hands. “None of this is real. It’s just an illusion. And I’m going to get rid of you.”

The water rushed beneath her at a terrifying speed, rising above her knees and up her thighs and toward her waist. A horrifying coldness seeped into her bones, the ice paralyzing her limbs.

“Better hurry,” her mom mused. “Time’s running out.”

She could do it. She’d dismantled illusions like this before. The violet runes sprouted from her fingertips, hovering in the air as she moved them around and tried to find the right pattern. But the water was rising faster than she could work. Onto her waist. Over her chest. Up toward her neck. Ice-cold water devouring her.

Consuming her.

She gasped as the water sloshed against her chin. Her hands continued to produce the runes underneath the water, but she couldn’t see them anymore. The water was too dark, almost black, completely obstructing her vision.

Somewhere in the distance, her mother laughed. The cruel sound shot a wave of panic through her body.

And then the water rose past her mouth, swallowing her completely. Everything seemed to slow down. Her lungs ached. Her throat stung. She wanted to breathe. To let the water rush in. To let herself go.

It was an illusion, which meant that even though the water wasn’t real, the potential of being consumed still was. Her body went numb as the impenetrable darkness of the water clouded her vision. The piercing silence pressed against her skull.

This couldn’t be her ending. Nothing but a sacrifice. If she was destroyed, what would wait for her in the end? If not the Other Side … then what? An empty nothingness? She refused. A girl who had clawed her way through life only to be thrown into the bowels of purgatory deserved a better fate.

No. This wasn’t her ending.

She’d survived worse. She’d endured far greater suffering than this.

Irene’s lungs began to give out. Her mind wandered to Masika. Her friend. Could she even still call her that? After the way she had treated her. The secrets she’d kept from her. She thought of Masika looking back at her in the clearing, the silent plea written in her eyes.

Don’t go.

Don’t leave me.

But she’d left.

Because that was the kind of person Irene was. She survived, even if it was at the expense of others. She’d destroy those around her if it meant preserving everything she’d fought for. And even as the illusion threatened to consume her, to take her under, she knew there was only one option left.

She’d fight.

And she would win.
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EMILIO

He’d been walking through the densely packed snow for what felt like hours, arms wrapped tightly around his chest and eyes lowered, when he came across the body. Fresh snow blanketed her limbs like powdered sugar, obstructing the side of her face and engulfing the outline of her body. But Emilio recognized her bronze skin and dirty-blond hair. The periwinkle gown she had worn to the ball. The tattoo of a compass etched into the skin of her wrist.

Josie.

He collapsed onto the ground as his knees gave out beneath him. Placing his hands gently on her shoulders, he flipped her over, revealing a face full of bulbous veins and a sickly rash. Her eyes were wide open, jaw askew, white foam still dripping from the corner of her mouth.

The illusion had consumed her.

And destroyed her.

A teacup dangled from her hand, the remnants of the illusionary elixir still lingering at the bottom.

“I’m so sorry,” he choked out.

His heart ached; he knew that part of her had probably wanted this. Because what was an eternal existence without the person she loved? It was the same way he was certain that if Olivier didn’t return, if he didn’t survive, then he had no intention of saving himself.

Her body slowly began to disintegrate, feathering away into tiny particles of magic and ash, until Jocelyn Foster was nothing more than a mass of swirling particles drifting in the wind.

Emilio staggered away from the place where her body had been, desperately holding back the urge to vomit. She’s gone. The thought made his head spin as he continued to move forward, pushing through the snow. He might have collapsed from the sheer panic had he not spotted the lake in the distance.

He came to a halt, squinting to get a better look … and that was when he saw it.

The teacup sat at the center of the frozen lake, pressed against the thin ice, as if silently challenging him. Go on, it seemed to say. You won’t do it. But he would. Even if his hands trembled as he took the first step onto the frozen water beneath him. Even if his breaths turned uneven and his chest swelled with panic.

He had to do it.

He picked up his pace, angling his face away from the bitter wind, until he was standing atop the ice. The closer he got to the teacup, the more the panic seemed to take hold. Once he drank the elixir, there was no going back. He would have to dismantle the illusion or perish. There were no other options.

His mind drifted to Olivier. To the way he had looked at Emilio before crossing through the arch. He should have been braver. He should have closed the space between them and finally summoned the courage to tell Olivier how he felt—completely. How he desperately and recklessly loved him. How he would do anything to stay with him, even if it meant setting aside his dreams of the Other Side. Because if there was anyone worth staying for, anyone worth enduring eternity with … it was Olivier.

But he had been too afraid, too wrapped up in his own thoughts. And now there was no changing what had already been done.

Emilio’s hands trembled as he picked up the teacup. With one final breath, he readied himself and chugged back the liquid, letting the illusion take him.

Time froze. The wind stilled. Even Emilio’s panic dissipated, replaced by a velvety warmth spreading through him like running water. And when he opened his eyes, he found himself somewhere he thought he’d never see again.

His home.

The faded yellow walls, delicate white trim adorning the edges. His father’s leather chair tucked in the corner of the living room and facing the television, the imprint of his body still embedded in the leather. The glass coffee table Emilio had cut himself on when he was four, the portrait of his grandmother and the dingy microwave that beeped in the middle of the night.

And then a voice.

“Emilio! Come in here!”

His legs moved robotically beneath him. One step. Another.

And then he was standing in the kitchen, looking up at his mother behind the sink. She was wearing her favorite dress, the light blue one with the white flowers, her bare feet against the tile floor.

“There you are. I was calling for you.”

Emilio shook his head. He knew better. This is all just an illusion.

The delicate wrinkles on her face, the trickle of the water hitting the base of the sink, the cracks in the walls. None of it was real. How could it be? There was no conceivable way to get his mom back. To get this life back. And though he wanted nothing more than to lean into the illusion, to let himself sink into it and wrap himself around it, he knew illusions weren’t meant to be listened to.

They were meant to be destroyed.

He summoned the runes from his fingertips. Dismantling illusions wasn’t his strong suit, but he knew enough to get by. Enough to save himself.

“Amor, enough of that.” His mom chuckled, and the sound of her laughter fluttered like a wind chime. “Come help me.”

“I can’t.” Emilio gritted his teeth as the tears prickled behind his eyes. He shouldn’t interact with the illusion, shouldn’t indulge it, but he couldn’t help himself. He’d spent every night at Blackwood dreaming of seeing his mom one last time, of hearing her voice again. If only he could stay for a few minutes. Just a bit more time.

“There he is!” A booming voice echoed behind him. Emilio flinched, dropping his hands, the runes disintegrating.

His dad stood with a newspaper tucked beneath his arm. The morning light pooling in through the window illuminated his brown skin and the scruff of his gray-speckled beard. He looked so real—so painfully human.

“Papá?”

“We’ve been waiting for you,” his dad chuckled, patting Emilio on the back. The warmth of his callused palms was too much. It felt familiar. Solid. Like his dad wasn’t simply an illusion but flesh and blood.

“Why don’t you sit down?” his mom asked with a soft smile. “I’m almost done with breakfast.”

“I—” Emilio staggered backward. A rushing tide had swept through him, wiping away all rational thoughts from his brain. “I can’t.”

“Why not?” His dad walked over to his mom and placed a kiss on her cheek. “Look. We even saved you a seat.”

Emilio glanced between his parents in disbelief. “This … this isn’t real.”

They tilted their heads in unison. His dad’s smile faltered, but only for a second, the warmth washing over his face once more.

“Don’t be silly,” he said. “Sit with us, Emilio. Please. We’ve missed you.”

“I know.” Emilio choked back the lump in his throat, stepping away from his parents until his back was against the wall behind him. “I’ve missed you too. But … I can’t do this. I have to let you go.”

He reached out his hands and summoned the runes once again. His head throbbed as he arranged the runes over and over, pulling them apart and reconstructing them. He could see the seams of the illusion now—the corners that didn’t look right. His parents glitched. Their faces melting like wax candles.

“Stop,” his mom’s voice whispered somewhere among the entropy and chaos.

“Please,” his dad begged.

But Emilio couldn’t stay. These weren’t his real parents, because his real parents were gone. Severed from his existence by the unfairness of death. For so long, Emilio had thought he could hold on to his parents by clinging to the past, by denying reality and shoving acceptance into the back of his mind. But he knew the truth now.

“I’m sorry.”

With those two words, the illusion became nothing but fragments of light and color, and Emilio brushed them away with his fingertips, destroying what remained.

He was thrown back onto the ground as he regained consciousness, his knees hitting the frozen lake beneath him. The cold air rushed into his lungs as he pressed his hands against the ice.

He had done it. He was free. He had dismantled the illusion.

But when he glanced up, prepared to find his way back to the arch, he realized that somebody was standing in front of him.

It was Olivier.

But it wasn’t.

Blood-red eyes stared down at him. Two rows of rotten black teeth.

It was the replica of Olivier he had fought in the maze. When it spoke, its voice sounded distorted, dipped in sandpaper and coated in rusted nails.

“Tell me, my love. What’s the point of going back?”

Emilio was still on his hands and knees. His entire body trembled, not from the cold but from the terror uncoiling its claws in his chest.

“I don’t—” His voice broke, cracking painfully. “I don’t understand.”

The replica of Olivier squatted down in front of him, meeting his gaze. It tilted its head, amusement glittering in its blood-soaked eyes.

“You know just as well as I do that you don’t stand a chance of winning. You’re nothing like them. You don’t have what it takes. I can help you end it. Cut the cord. There’s no point in delaying the inevitable. And I promise to make it painless.”

Emilio shook his head. “No.”

“There’s no escaping this.”

But maybe there was. Behind the replica, dotted on the horizon, was the same arch Emilio had walked through. And before he had the chance to overthink, to doubt the bravery building in his chest, Emilio jolted onto his feet and ran.

He pushed past the replica, legs burning, chest heaving. It was only a few more yards. A few more steps. He could make it. He was fast. The wind zipped by, brushing against his hair, coating his skin in its icy breath.

His mind latched onto Olivier. The sound of his voice. The warmth of his touch.

He couldn’t lose him. He couldn’t lose him. He couldn’t—

One moment Emilio was running away from the replica, eyes fixed on the arch in the distance, and the next he was thrown to the ground, the force of the blow sending a sharp, splintered crack through the frozen lake.

The replica was on top of him. Emilio writhed helplessly. He kicked. He scratched. Anything to escape. To free himself. But the replica was stronger. It pinned his arms down, a perverse smile spread across its lips, savoring his fear, practically drinking it in.

“You’re pathetic. Weak.”

“No,” Emilio whimpered. “I’m—I’m not.”

But even as the words left his lips, Emilio didn’t believe them.

Maybe he was weak. Soft. Frayed at the edges. But was that so wrong?

He liked that he was different from the others. That he hadn’t allowed death to harden his heart. That he cared. There was power in that. In caring deeply and feeling everything. It was his act of defiance. Of looking death in the eyes and fighting back. He wouldn’t bend against its cold hand. He wouldn’t change who he was.

Even now.

He didn’t regret weakness.

He clung to it. He closed his eyes and thought back to his mother and father. To the love they’d instilled in him, sewn into his heart. He thought of Olivier. The way he made Emilio feel alive even when faced with so much death. If it hadn’t been for Emilio’s weakness, he might never have opened himself up to the possibility of more.

He might never have found Olivier.

Emilio opened his eyes. Something cold pressed against his skin, something slick and sharp.

Metal.

He didn’t have time to register the dagger until the replica had already shoved it straight through his stomach.
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MASIKA

Masika landed at the foot of a mountain. She blinked through the snow as she tried to regain her senses, hands reaching out toward the sheer wall. The face of the mountain seemed to stretch up into the heavens, the ground beneath her a treacherous landscape of snow and ice.

Flakes of snow melted on her lips as she gathered herself, spinning on her heels to get a complete look at her surroundings. She thought there might be an obvious path, a signal pointing her in the right direction, but there was nothing. She braced herself and began to walk along the perimeter of the mountain.

Sharp shards of ice and snow pelted her skin, flurries clouding her eyes. The howling wind echoed all around her, a resounding shriek that filled her skull.

After what felt like an eternity of trekking through the dense snow, Masika saw a faint glimmer in the distance. It hovered against the flurry of snow blurring her vision, a distant orange light rocking back and forth.

As she approached the light, her vision cleared. It was a lantern. It hung from a wooden post, swaying in the wind, the rusted metal creaking with every sharp movement. Masika grabbed the lantern, grateful for the warmth radiating from its single flame, and shone it toward the mountain.

And that was when she spotted the arched door carved into the rock.

A flood of relief rushed through her.

Luckily, the door wasn’t locked and she was able to swing it open, stumbling inside the base of the mountain as a gust of wind propelled her forward.

The more she peered around the unfamiliar corridor, the more it became apparent that the lantern wasn’t just an aid but a necessity. It was nearly pitch-black, nothing but the light from the flame to break apart the darkness. The space smelled faintly of burning wood, of a fire burning nearby, which encouraged her to move forward.

As the path in front of her began to widen, hope sprang up inside her. At the end of the corridor sat a large, circular room carved into the base of the mountain.

The walls shot up straight toward the sky, appearing to be as tall as the mountain itself. A roaring fire burned at the center of the room, the snap of embers crackling through the silence. In front of the fire were a tattered red rug and a leather couch, chunks of ice and rock scattered across the floor.

She scurried to the fire and knelt down, extending her hands toward it. Relief instantly washed over her.

Once she had been sufficiently warmed up, she began to inspect her surroundings, eyes carefully scanning the room. Seconds later, she spotted the teacup placed in the center of the rug.

The illusionary elixir.

Masika jolted onto her feet and grabbed the teacup. She was pressing it against her lips when a voice rang out behind her.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

A teasing glint. A familiar Texan twang.

Masika’s entire body went rigid as she glanced over her shoulder. Birdie and Russo stood side by side, only a few yards away from her.

Except something was different.

They weren’t wearing their usual Housemasters’ cloaks. In fact, they weren’t wearing any of their usual clothes. They each wore black pants with knee-high leather boots, a crimson tunic tied around their torso. Birdie had a leather harness strapped around her waist, silver daggers dangling by her side. Russo had a long saber strapped against her shoulder and a glittering emerald dangling from a silver chain around her neck.

Had Masika already drunk the elixir? Was this the illusion? But when she glanced down at the teacup, the black liquid remained.

Birdie stepped closer.

“This is very much real, Ms. Sallow.”

Panic shot through Masika as the words left Birdie’s lips. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was about the Housemaster’s voice that unnerved her, but it was clear that something wasn’t right.

Masika looked between them. “Is this part of the Decennial?”

“No,” Russo replied, the word laced with disgust. “We’re not part of that sadistic competition.”

“We’re here to help you,” Birdie explained softly. “We have a way to break the soul vow. A way for you to get out of the competition with your soul still intact.”

Her words echoed against the walls of the mountain. Masika’s stomach churned with apprehension. A way out of the soul vow. It was too good to be true. And anything that good came with its fair share of conditions.

“How?” she asked.

It was Russo who answered.

“You’ll need to leave Blackwood. For good.”

Masika turned the words over in her mind. “And do what exactly? Go hide in the outskirts of purgatory and wait for the Demien Order to find me?”

The pair exchanged a knowing glance. Masika surveyed the silent communication. Unspoken words simmered in their eyes, a flicker of hesitance marred by secrets. It was the kind of look shared between two people who knew that what they were about to say would change everything.

“Are you two”—Masika’s voice shook as the realization washed over her—“part of the Demien Order?”

“We were,” Russo said. “But not anymore.”

Masika didn’t think. She called upon her magic, silver shards crackling in her palms, bracing herself for a fight. Birdie raised a cautionary hand. “Please. We’re not here to hurt you.”

“You couldn’t have been Demiens,” Masika seethed, holding her ground. “That’s not possible. You’d have to have given up your humanity. Silas would have noticed. He would have—”

“He didn’t notice because we didn’t give up our humanity,” Russo interjected, a lilt of annoyance in her voice. “We were undercover for the Demien Order. Half Demiens, if you will. We didn’t give up our humanity, but we were still feeding information to the Order.”

“But we’re not anymore,” Birdie added, a pleading look in her eyes. “We haven’t been for a while.”

Panic welled in Masika’s chest. She raised her hands, her magic sparking in warning.

“The girl is too distrustful,” muttered Russo with an exasperated sigh. “I knew she wouldn’t understand. There are others we could have gone to first. We don’t have enough time for this.”

Their words scrambled in Masika’s brain, confusion clouding her mind.

“Stop!” She glanced between the two Housemasters. “Why should I trust you? You were Demiens. Traitors. Not to mention, you’ve known what Silas has been doing to us this whole time. You could have warned us. You could have saved the other nominees.”

“It’s not that simple.” Birdie sighed. “Our alliance with the Demien Order has been severed. And our relationship with Blackwood is … complicated. We couldn’t interfere with the Decennial, not without risking everything we’ve been working toward.”

Masika let out a frustrated groan. “That doesn’t make any sense!”

“Then give us a moment to explain,” Birdie pleaded.

Masika wanted to listen, but the panic had begun to spread through her limbs like a wildfire. She should strike them down now, while their defenses were low. She had the perfect opportunity. All she had to do was summon the magic and she’d be able to—

“If you don’t want to hear it from us,” Russo cut in, dark eyes blazing, “then perhaps there’s somebody else you’ll listen to.”

Masika tilted her head in confusion. Before she could ask who, a sound reverberated behind her, the familiar swoosh of a relocation spell. Then footsteps. One after the other. Slow and deliberate.

A voice echoed against the walls of the mountain—one Masika thought she’d never hear again.

“My little dove … did you miss me?”

It had been years since she’d seen her. Years since she’d heard her voice.

But there wasn’t a doubt in Masika’s mind that it was really her.

Catherine.

She had the same hazel eyes, the same golden skin and tawny hair. But something about her was different. There was a hardness in Catherine’s stare that Masika didn’t recognize. No warmth. No small, knowing smile. She wore the same crimson uniform Birdie and Russo wore, outfitted with an armor corset and a pointed spear clasped in her right hand.

“Is it really you?” Masika heard herself whisper.

Catherine smirked, stepping closer.

“Oh, come on … you don’t recognize me after all this time?”

“But—” Masika inhaled sharply and dug her fingernails into her palms. “Why?”

“What Birdie and Russo told you is true,” Catherine explained, her voice steady and commanding. “We were once part of the Demien Order, but our allegiance is not with them. And it’s not with Blackwood either.”

“Then with who?”

Catherine tightened her grasp on the spear.

“No one.”

It didn’t make sense. There were only two sides—the Demien Order and Blackwood Academy. There was no middle ground. No third party. No escape from the rules that governed their world.

And yet …

The earth seemed to tilt violently beneath her. Masika swayed but regained her composure, inhaling a sharp breath.

“I don’t understand,” she whispered through gritted teeth.

“Think of us as a resistance,” Russo chimed in behind her.

Masika glanced over her shoulder. “Against what?”

Catherine’s face softened. She stepped closer, palms up in a gesture of surrender. Even though Masika’s doubt whirred inside her brain like a warning bell, she didn’t stop the other girl. She let her speak.

“Corruption isn’t born,” Catherine began, her voice calm and steady. “It’s created. This remains true for both sides. Blackwood Academy was created for good, but in the wrong hands, it became corrupted. Same goes for the Demien Order. What started as a group of like-minded people bound together by a common goal turned into the Soulless One’s personal pursuit of revenge.”

The Soulless One. The unknown entity Demiens worshipped. Their leader.

“If either side defeats the other, the afterlife will crumble. It will end in destruction.” Catherine gestured to the three of them. “We want to stop that.”

Blackwood Academy … corrupted. As she took in the words, a part of Masika had to admit that she wasn’t surprised to hear that darkness lingered beneath the institution she had spent so many years in. Secrets festering in the underbelly. If Silas could keep a secret like the Decennial from the students, why not others?

“Wait,” Masika whispered, breathless. “You said Blackwood became corrupted in the wrong hands, but … that’s not possible. Silas has always been the Headmaster of the school. From the beginning of creation.”

Catherine’s stoic mask shifted a fraction. A flicker of rage ignited behind her eyes.

“No,” she whispered. “He wasn’t.”

It was Birdie who spoke next, her tone gentle.

“Silas has been the Headmaster for centuries … but he wasn’t the first. He entered the Ether as a Corrupted Soul.”

A sharp ringing echoed in Masika’s ears. “What? That—that can’t be true. If a Corrupted Soul crosses into purgatory, they’re consumed by the Ether in order to maintain balance.”

Russo’s voice cut through her like a sharp wind. “Silas was different. He was born with anger in his bones. With the hunger for revenge sewn into his soul. And when he crossed into the Ether, he found a way to fight his fate. He resisted.” Her dark eyes trailed over Masika’s face. “Do you even know where Corrupted Souls go? How they’re consumed?”

Masika hesitated.

“No.”

“They’re taken to the Shadow Lands,” Birdie explained. “If a soul crosses through and is marked as Corrupted, they’re tossed into the Shadow Lands and consumed. The only thing that remains is the remnant of who they used to be. The rot and decay and corruption. But when Silas was taken into the Shadow Lands, he found a way to fight back. He wasn’t consumed—he consumed. All the darkness. The festering corruption within the lands. And that’s how he gained the power to free his soul.”

Russo continued. “When he was strong enough, he went to Blackwood seeking revenge. He blamed Blackwood for naming his soul as Corrupted. He wanted to create his own rules. His own hierarchy of what was good and what … wasn’t. So he infiltrated Blackwood, destroyed the True Headmaster and took over. And anybody who tried to fight him, to speak against him, was banished from Blackwood.”

“Haven’t you been wondering why the Ether fights you?” Catherine asked, stepping closer. “Why it’s demanding these horrific sacrifices?”

“Silas,” Masika whispered, the realization washing over her.

Catherine nodded. “When he took over Blackwood, something shifted in the Ether. It was like it could sense the corruption. It began demanding more, requiring the souls of students in order to properly function. If we want to return the Ether to its natural state, we have to stop Silas once and for all. He must be destroyed. It’s the only way to restore true balance to the afterlife.”

Seconds dragged by. Nothing but the howling wind and the oppressive silence.

Masika found her voice. “The ones who were banished … where did they go?”

“To the outskirts,” Catherine replied. “Into hiding.”

“The Demien Order,” Masika whispered, the pieces slowly coming together. “That’s how they were formed. The students and Housemasters who were banished when Silas took over.”

Birdie nodded, solemn. “Yes. And its original purpose was really to find a way to overthrow Silas, but then … the Soulless One arrived.”

“Corruption isn’t born …” Masika whispered, the truth settling into her bones. “It’s created.”

Catherine’s eyes traveled over her face. “Do you see now? This isn’t about choosing sides. This is about stopping the corruption before it spreads. We need to stop Silas, but we also need to stop the Demien Order from destroying Blackwood. If either side wins … the very seams of the afterlife will unravel.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because we want you to join us.” Catherine paused, waiting for a response, but Masika found herself unable to speak. “I know this might not be the easiest thing to hear, and I know that the two of us probably need to talk about—”

A sudden burst of noise drowned out her words. The clatter of footsteps. The flutter of rapid breaths.

Catherine stepped in front of Masika, twirling the spear in her hand. When she moved, something inside the spear shifted. At first, Masika thought it might just be a trick of light, a reflection of the ice beneath them.

But then the tip of the spear crackled with bright sparks, spreading through the weapon in glowing rivers of silver light.

They’ve imbued their weapons with corporeal magic. Masika’s gasp caught in her throat.

“He’s here.” Catherine slammed the spear against the ground, thrusting it in front of her like a shield.

Masika’s chest shuddered as she drew in a ragged breath. “Who?”

Birdie and Russo moved with a swiftness that startled her, darting in front of Masika, shielding her with their arms.

“He’ll try to distract her,” Birdie whispered, daggers in hand. They shimmered with the same magic as Catherine’s spear as she twirled them between her fingers. “I know the situation is complicated, but we also know what he’s capable of.”

Russo nodded and unsheathed her saber. It glowed with silver light. “He can’t be trusted.”

Masika felt like she was going mad. Nothing made sense.

“Can someone please explain what’s going on?!” she shouted.

And then someone walked into the room.

He emerged from the darkness of the corridor, a bewildered look in his ashen eyes. Dark hair disheveled. Lips parted. His white shirt slightly unbuttoned and untucked. His gaze fell on Masika, his eyes locking with hers in a moment of disbelief.

She broke the silence.

“August?”

He took a step forward, but Catherine jabbed the spear toward his face. He staggered to an abrupt halt, hands raised.

“Let me talk to her.”

“Haven’t you done enough?” Catherine spat.

Masika tried to step toward him, but Birdie blocked her path. “Don’t. You don’t want to get near him.”

“But I know him,” Masika whispered, her gaze landing on August. Desperation clouded his eyes. There was something he wanted to tell her. Needed to. She could see it written across his face. “He’s my … my …”

“What?” Catherine barked, the muscles in her jaw tensing.

“Friend? Is that what you think? Is that what he’s made you believe?”

“Masika—” August started to approach her but stopped short when Birdie hurled a dagger at his face. He stepped to the side, dodging it at the last second. The dagger exploded in shards of brilliant silver light, cracking the wall of ice behind him, and flew straight back toward Birdie’s hand. His face twisted in frustration. “Just give me a second to explain it to her. You know there are things I can’t—

“Explain what?” Masika interjected, voice wavering. “August. What … what is going on?”

August’s eyes darted among the four of them. Masika had never seen him look so haggard, so torn. Something was plaguing him, tormenting him, his mouth opening and closing as he hesitated to speak.

“Tell her.” Catherine’s words dripped with a hatred Masika couldn’t understand. “Or I will.”

And then August spoke six words that changed everything.

“I’m part of the Demien Order.”

Masika blinked once. Twice. Her mouth ran dry, something inside her shattering.

“I’ve been undercover for the Order for a long time. But it’s complicated.” His eyes landed on Catherine, his gaze narrowed. “And she knows that. They all do. Which is why I just need a few seconds to explain why I can’t just—”

“Yes, we’re well aware of your little situation,” Russo seethed. “But that doesn’t change the fact that we gave you an out. An opportunity to leave and join us. But you said no. You continued to work for them.”

August shook his head, face contorted in anguish. “But only because I had to—”

“He’s been helping the Demien Order infiltrate Blackwood,” Catherine shot back, each word harsh and hurried. Her eyes darted between August and Masika. “Just like Birdie and Russo, he didn’t have to give up his humanity so that he could remain undercover at Blackwood. But unlike them, he refused to leave the Order when he was given an out. He refused to join us.”

Masika took a cautious step back, doubt and betrayal clashing in her mind. “Is that … is that true?”

August didn’t hesitate.

“Yes.”

One word. That was all it took for the sense of betrayal to take over.

The first spell came hurtling out of Masika’s palm without warning, a crackle of silver light flying right over Catherine’s head and hitting August square on the shoulder. He let out a hoarse scream, staggering backward, a combination of pain and disbelief passing over his eyes that made her falter, but only for a moment.

“Please,” he whispered, hand raised. “Don’t do this.”

“You lied to me,” Masika choked out. “To all of us.”

August gripped his shoulder, brows furrowed in pain. “I had to.”

“Because you were given orders?” Masika asked, hoping and praying she was wrong.

“Yes, but—” August winced, cursing under his breath. “Masika, please. I can explain myself, but you have to come with me. Just give me a chance.”

Masika wanted to listen. She wanted to believe that his words held any truth. But the betrayal had hit her deep within the core of her soul, and all she could focus on was the fury building in her chest.

Catherine stepped aside. She watched Masika with a look bordering on triumph, eyes wild and lips curved into a smile. Birdie and Russo watched in silence. She knew what they were giving her.

Permission.

Masika had heard enough.

She released another spell. And another. A scream ripped from her throat with every crackle of magic. August dodged each one, never once raising a hand toward her, never once fighting back. But she wanted him to. If only to make the betrayal hurt less. If only to make the decision to hate him easier.

He stumbled to the ground, his knees pressed against the icy floor.

“Get up and fight me,” Masika rasped, stumbling forward. Sweat dripped down her neck as she summoned another crackle of magic into her palms. She was exhausting herself, depleting herself completely, but she didn’t care.

August shook his head, dark hair falling over his eyes as he looked up at her.

“No.”

One more. She just needed one more shot to call it even. But when the spell darted out of her palm, hurtling toward August, he dove out of the way and it crashed into the wall behind him. The mountain rumbled, cracks splintering through the sheet of rock, and everything around her began to collapse.

Shards of ice fell from the sky. Crashing onto the floor. The room roared.

August’s eyes widened in horror. “It’s coming down!”

Masika looked around, eyes searching for Catherine, but she was gone. Russo and Birdie, nowhere to be seen. When she turned back to look at August, he was still standing by the doorway, gesturing her forward, his eyes wide and desperate.

“Masika!”

She couldn’t hear him.

And then the walls around her came tumbling down.
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IRENE

Irene dove through the arch and landed back in the forest. She could feel the ice-cold water pulling her in. The sound of her mother’s voice echoing around her head like a nagging fly. But despite the terror coursing through her veins, she’d dismantled the illusion.

She’d clawed her way out and escaped.

The forest was quiet—nothing but the rustle of leaves and the faint whistle of the wind. She thought about sticking around for a bit, waiting to see if any of the others came through, but decided against it.

If they’d been eliminated … there was nothing she could do about it now.

Irene made her way through the forest, sticking to the path they had walked along, until she came to the Blackwood gates. When she stepped closer, the gates opened on their own, as though welcoming her back.

Leaves crunched beneath her boots as she trudged toward Bonestrod. When she arrived, she noticed that the wooden doors had been left slightly ajar. She drew in a breath, preparing herself, and swung them open.

She froze at the doorway when she saw what waited for her on the other side.

August sat on one of the long tables, palms pressed against the back of his neck. He looked like an absolute wreck, blood oozing out of a large gash in his shoulder. Wren, on the other hand, looked pretty much unscathed. No injuries to be seen.

But none of that was what shocked her.

In front of everyone, splayed on the floor, were Olivier and Emilio. But something wasn’t right. Olivier sat behind Emilio, holding his body against his chest, hand pressed tightly against Emilio’s abdomen.

There was blood. So much blood.

It leaked out of Emilio’s stomach, trickling through Olivier’s fingers as he desperately tried to hold the other boy together. Something had ripped apart Emilio’s skin, a large gash sliced right through the center of his stomach.

Nobody said a word. Olivier wept with bone-chilling intensity, cursing under his breath as he applied pressure to the wound. Emilio’s blood covered nearly every inch of Olivier. It stained his shirt and his arms and his neck. Even his hair.

Irene stared, frozen.

“What happened?” she heard herself ask.

Olivier flinched, as though he hadn’t noticed her standing there. He looked up, eyes bloodshot.

“I … I don’t know. I found him like this. He was—” Olivier’s voice broke as a sob rattled in his chest. “He was stabbed. It was … somebody … or something …”

Irene staggered forward, hands trembling. “But it—it was just an illusion. That can’t be possible.”

Emilio looked weakly up at her, struggling to keep his eyes open. His face was marked with a stoic calmness that unnerved her.

Like he’d already accepted his fate.

Another realization struck her as she glanced around the room.

“Where’s Masika? And the others?”

At this, Wren stopped pacing. She looked up and shook her head. “Josie and Carter were eliminated. I found Carter’s body …” She grimaced and batted away tears. “But … we don’t know where Masika is.”

Irene had opened her mouth, prepared to question further, when the doors to Bonestrod burst open and Headmaster Silas strode in.

He regarded them with a solemn nod. “Hello, nominees. I’m glad to see you’ve—”

Olivier’s voice drowned out the rest of his sentence. “Do something!”

Silas came to an abrupt halt. He surveyed the mess on the floor.

“Please,” Olivier begged through a hoarse whimper. He gestured to Emilio’s stomach with a shaking hand, mouth hung open in horror. “I’m begging you. Please … just—just fix him. He dismantled the illusion. He beat the trial.”

“You’re right, Mr. Dupont. He did complete the trial. But his injuries will remain. They must heal naturally.”

“They … they can’t! These injuries can’t heal!” Olivier bellowed. The despair in his voice made Irene’s skin crawl. “We need medical supplies, or—or a healer. He won’t be able to compete in the last trial unless we help him!”

But Silas only shook his head, uncaring. “I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do.”

Olivier’s entire body seemed to shake with rage, his jaw clenched, his chest rattling with every panicked breath. But he didn’t move from his spot on the floor, hands firmly clamped over Emilio’s bloodied torso.

Irene cleared her throat, careful to keep her voice even. “Where is Masika? Did she make it?”

“Ms. Sallow’s condition is … uncertain. Her last known location was beneath the base of a mountain near the outskirts of purgatory, but …” Silas inhaled a slow breath, as though composing himself. “We have been unable to find her.”

A tremor erupted in Irene’s fingers. “You can’t … find her?”

“The Council has begun to investigate the matter,” Headmaster Silas explained calmly, though there was something about the tone of his voice that led her to believe he was far more concerned about the situation than he was letting on. “As of right now, she will be considered eliminated.”

“But how is that possible?” Wren choked out, a bewildered look in her eyes.

“I assure you we are doing everything in our power to locate Ms. Sallow.” His eyes darkened with a veiled threat. “My suggestion is to enjoy the time you have left with your fellow nominees. Tomorrow is the final trial. Sleep well.”

He stalked back toward the doors, a phantom cloaked in darkness, disappearing without another word.

And that was that. Three more students gone. Eliminated. Wiped from the memories of others. A sweltering hopelessness rose within Irene, threatening to pull her under. She was trapped, locked inside a speeding train that showed no signs of slowing down.

Irene looked among the others. They were silent, eyes flickering with doubt.

She knew they were all thinking the same thing. That they’d all come to the same realization.

They weren’t in control. They had never been in control. Blackwood had always been one step ahead of them, planning their fate, slowly unraveling the pieces like a loose thread, and now all they could do was watch it come undone.
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OLIVIER

He was so heavy.

For as small as Emilio appeared to be, the full weight of his limp body was enough to knock the breath out of Olivier’s lungs. But Olivier would carry him through hell and back if it meant finding a way to save him.

They hurtled into his room like a blood-soaked tornado. Olivier gently placed Emilio on his bed and instantly began ransacking his room for something to heal him. A sewing needle. A pin. Christ, he’d use a stapler if it would work.

He was elbow-deep in his closet when he heard Emilio make a noise behind him. A whispered word muffled by a soft whimper.

Olivier whirled around, frantic. “What is it? Are you okay? Does it hurt?”

“Just—” Emilio strained to look at him. His face was so pale. “Come lie with me.”

“I have to keep looking. There has to be something—”

“The cut is too deep. You can’t fix it.”

“Shut up.” Olivier kept looking. His hands trembled. His tears blurred his vision. “I’m going to fix you.”

“Please.”

No. He wouldn’t stop. He wouldn’t just let Emilio fade away. He couldn’t. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. Emilio was the best of them, the only one worth a damn in this godforsaken place. If anybody needed to make it, it was him. Olivier would make sure of it.

He just needed more time.

“Hold on. Please. Just give me a second.” Olivier wasn’t sure who he was speaking to anymore. Emilio. The universe. God. Anybody who was listening. Anybody who could help. He dug through the cabinets, his clothes falling around him. “There has to be something in here … anything …”

“Olivier.”

The sound of his own name snapped him back to his senses. He froze with his hands buried in a pile of clothes. He shut his eyes, grimacing. But he couldn’t ignore Emilio’s call. He summoned the courage he had left and turned around.

Emilio was lying on his bed, clutching his wound, blood leaking from between his fingers. His lips trembled through a soft smile.

“Lie down with me.”

Olivier’s legs moved beneath him. When he reached the bed, he slumped down next to Emilio. He didn’t care about the blood soaking his sheets. The blood staining his shirt and his skin.

He just needed to be near him.

“You have to fight,” Olivier whispered, cradling Emilio’s shoulders. He gently guided Emilio’s head onto his chest. “For me. Please.”

“I’m trying.”

“I know.”

Emilio let out a breath, but the sound was wrong. “I tried to—to run. But I wasn’t … I wasn’t fast enough.”

“That doesn’t matter anymore.”

“I’m sorry I failed.”

Olivier shook his head and placed a hand against Emilio’s forehead. He brushed his damp hair away from his eyes.

“Don’t be silly. You’re here. You did it. And now you just have to hold on—”

“But I’m tired.”

“We have to stay awake.” It was a plea. A bargain.

Emilio closed his eyes. “Promise me you’ll stay.”

“Till the end.”

“My … knight in shining … armor.” Emilio’s voice was thready, barely audible. Olivier cupped his face. “Hey. Look at me. Don’t—don’t go. I need you, okay? I need you here.”

“I’m … here.” Emilio’s lips curved into a soft smile, though his eyelids had begun to flutter closed.

Panic swept through Olivier as he gently shook Emilio’s face. “Emilio. Come on. Just hold on a little longer.”

Emilio inhaled a shaky breath, his eyes sluggishly opening. “Why don’t … you tell me … a story.”

Olivier blinked in surprise.

“A—a story?”

“It can be … anything,” Emilio choked out. His bloodied hand gripped Olivier’s wrist like a lifeline. “Just … tell me about … your old life. Tell me about … what you can remember.”

“Okay.” Olivier nodded frantically. He would do anything, say anything, if it meant keeping Emilio awake. “I … I grew up in a small town outside Paris. About … forty minutes away from the city, by coach.”

Emilio hummed. “I always … wanted to go to Paris.” He coughed, and blood spluttered onto his lips. “When … did you … die?”

Olivier wiped the smear of blood with the back of his hand. “Late eighteen hundreds. I think. I can’t … I can’t fully remember.”

Emilio chuckled, the sound raw and broken. “Old … man …”

Olivier couldn’t help but laugh, wiping away the tears prickling at his eyes. “Eighteen is not old.”

“I wish … I could have met you … then.”

“I don’t.” Olivier shook his head. “When I first arrived at Blackwood … I was nothing. Just an obstinate fool fumbling through eternity. I was careless. Reckless. Free-falling through purgatory. But then you showed up …” Olivier cupped Emilio’s cheek with a trembling hand. “You showed up and I swore I could feel my heart beating again. Sometimes I think … I think I was never truly alive until I met you.” He pressed his forehead against Emilio’s. “That’s why I need you to stay. For me. Even if that makes me selfish. Even if you hate me for it. Because the truth is—I cannot bear the thought of eternity without you.” Emilio shut his eyes. He was drifting, slowly fading.

Olivier promised himself he’d stay awake. Remain vigilant. Even if Emilio fell asleep, he’d force himself to fight the exhaustion and keep his eyes open. The truth was, a part of him feared that if he dared to look away, if he allowed even a moment of weakness, Emilio would slip through his fingers and disappear.

But the longer he stayed like this, with Emilio in his arms and the weight of exhaustion pressing against his bones, the more he found himself succumbing to the inevitable pressure of sleep.

Because sometimes the exhaustion is too much to bear.

And sometimes promises aren’t enough.
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EMILIO

In a sunlit valley, on a warm summer day, Emilio closed his eyes. He knew he should open them, but it felt so nice to simply let go, to weightlessly float through time and space, free from the shackles of fear. There was somebody calling to him, a voice he knew well, a voice that he loved. He wanted to tell the voice he was sorry, though he wasn’t sure what he was sorry for. He supposed it didn’t matter.

Nothing mattered anymore.
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IRENE

She spoke his name and he appeared from one blink to the next. Draped in his usual black clothing, Mateo blended in with the darkness of her room, as though he were made from shadows, feathering out at the edges. She wondered, for a brief moment, how far gone he really was. How much of him was human and how much of him had been consumed by the shadows running through his veins.

When he spoke, his voice was warm and inviting. “Hello, Irene.”

She closed the space between them, gripping him by his collar.

“Did you know?”

There was no hesitation.

“I did.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Irene seethed. “I deserved to know the truth. I deserved to know—”

“Would it have changed anything?” He cupped her face between his hands. “Look me in the eyes and tell me. If you had known the truth, that everybody else would be sacrificed, would it have stopped you from wanting the nomination?”

Irene opened her mouth, fighting against the tears building behind her eyes. She wanted to say yes. That she would be one of the ones capable of throwing it all away. That she’d rather cross over to the Other Side than live with the knowledge that her victory came at the price of eleven other souls.

But she couldn’t.

She stepped away from him, wiping the stubborn tears with the back of her hand.

“Masika.” She spoke the name slowly, eyes on the floor. “She disappeared during the third trial. They couldn’t find her. I need to know—I need to know if she made it or not. If she’s gone.”

“I’m sorry.” He shook his head and placed his hand on her shoulder. “I don’t know. I haven’t heard anything about that.”

Despite what she knew about Mateo, she believed him. It was something about the way he looked at her. With such openness and honesty, despite the danger lurking beneath the surface. There was no wall between them. He didn’t bother to hide the darkness inside him because he knew that Irene shared that same darkness.

“I want to join you.” The words poured out of her before she could stop them. “I want to join the Demien Order. But I was forced to sign a soul vow. I’m tethered to the Decennial until the very end.”

Mateo edged closer.

“Actually … that is exactly what I was hoping for.”

She snapped her gaze back to him.

“What do you mean?”

“Just because I want you to join the Demien Order doesn’t mean I don’t want you to become part of the Ascended.”

Irene shook her head.

“I don’t understand.”

“You could be our eyes and ears.” The shadows running through his veins darkened as he spoke, an intoxicating power humming in the air. “Our connection to Blackwood.”

“You mean … go undercover?”

“Just until we can get our plan in motion,” he explained. “Think about it. You could play them like puppets and watch them fall right into your trap.”

“But what exactly is the Demien Order’s plan?”

“I … can’t tell you,” he whispered, an apologetic look in his eyes. “Not yet. Once the Decennial is over, once you’re crowned the victor, then I’ll be allowed to divulge everything to you.”

“And if I don’t win?” Irene asked, voice wavering.

Mateo drew in a slow breath. In that moment, blanketed by the darkness of her room, Irene swore she saw a flicker of shadows swirling over his irises.

“That can’t be an option.”

Irene nodded. “I can do it.”

“I know you can. And once you do, once you’re crowned the victor, you have to be ready to eventually give it up.”

He didn’t need to clarify. She knew exactly what he meant.

Her humanity.

Irene had often wished she could leave her humanity behind. Carve it out of her like some tumor. But now that the reality had been presented to her, the decision didn’t seem quite so simple.

Mateo must have sensed her unease; when he spoke next, his voice was gentle.

“It’s okay to be scared. I was too. And don’t worry. You’ll have some time before you have to give it up. A few weeks, at the very least.” He stepped closer. “But I need to know. When the time comes … will you be ready?”

Her eyes drifted back to the shadows running through Mateo’s veins. The word he’d used to describe the feeling of them rang out in her brain like a church hymn.

Power.

“I want to destroy him,” Irene whispered, the rage consuming her. “I want to watch Silas cower in fear. Everything he’s done, all the suffering he’s caused, I want him to feel it tenfold. I want him to break under my retribution.”

Mateo’s face hardened. The usual simmering warmth transformed into icy fury.

“We’ll make sure of it.” His words were binding. An unspoken promise. “Together.”
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WREN

Wren was falling.

Falling.

Falling …

Her mother was screaming. Calling her name. Begging her to stay. To stay with her.

The third trial had forced her to relive the moment of the accident, a sickening scene that she wanted so desperately to forget. After she’d dismantled the illusion, she thought she’d been free of it, that she’d spared herself.

But she still couldn’t escape her dreams.

She couldn’t do anything to save herself from being dragged back to that night, over and over and over. She could only lie there … soaking in a pool of her own blood … watching the starless sky above her … the headlights illuminating her sister’s face … the smell of melted rubber against asphalt … the blood-soaked hand lying next to her … chipped lilac nail polish … it was her sister’s favorite …

Open your eyes.

Wren woke up screaming. Her room was pitch-black, a sliver of light pooling in from the open window. She hadn’t even meant to fall asleep, but the bone-aching exhaustion of the third trial had seemingly been too much. Sweat dampened her hair and the back of her neck. She clutched her chest, desperate to feel a heartbeat. A flutter. Anything that could show her that somehow, despite everything, she was still alive.

She didn’t notice the person standing at her doorway until she sat up.

August.

Neither of them moved. They simply stared at one another.

He cleared his throat.

“I … I heard you scream,” he whispered, voice shaking. As Wren’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, she noticed he was out of breath, his chest heaving up and down as he attempted to steady his breathing. He was panicked. Cheeks flushed and eyes wide and frantic.

She stared at him in disbelief. “And you came to check on me?”

“Of course.” He swallowed, bracing himself against the doorframe. He looked around tentatively, almost shy. “Can … can I come in?”

Wren sat up in bed, gesturing him forward. But as soon as he took his first step into the room, she noticed that something was wrong. He seemed to be limping slightly, his right hand clutching his shoulder.

“What happened?”

“I got hurt in the trial.” He slumped over her desk, a strained expression on his face as he sat down.

“I think I might have something that can help,” she muttered, bending down and reaching beneath her bed. Her hands blindly searched, brushing against the floorboards, until her fingers grazed the cool glass of the liquor bottle.

She set it down next to him and August eyed her warily, hands clutching the edge of the desk.

“All right.” Wren breathed out. “Let me see what we’re dealing with first.”

He grimaced as he began to unbutton his shirt, fingers steady. The hard lines of his stomach were visible through the darkness, his tanned skin illuminated by the silver light pooling into the room.

He pulled down the left side of his shirt to reveal the gash in his shoulder.

Wren couldn’t contain the gasp that sprang out of her. It wasn’t the blood or the mangled skin that startled her, but the particles of magic simmering beneath the surface. This wasn’t a regular wound.

“Who did this to you?” she choked out, tracing the line of the gash. Anger struck her chest, sudden and unfamiliar.

He shook his head. “No one. Bad luck.”

“Really? That’s all I get?” Wren waited, but August remained silent, his mouth set into a hard line. She let out a bitter chuckle. “Right. Honesty comes with a price. I get it.”

“Loughty.”

“It’s fine.”

She bit her tongue and stepped forward, positioning herself between his knees. It was obvious somebody had cast a corporeal spell on him. That somebody had injured him with magic. But who and why was a secret August clearly had no intention of revealing.

She picked up the liquor bottle and shook it gently. “I’m going to pour it directly into the wound.”

“Right.”

“It’s going to hurt.”

He let out a snort. “Naturally.”

Fine. Be a prick, Wren thought before turning the bottle over and flushing the wound out.

August’s reaction was instantaneous, a low groan ripping from his throat as he slammed his head back against the wall. His grip on the desk tightened. Every muscle on his body flexed. His mouth parted and a shallow breath fluttered from his lips as his eyes shot open, flicking up and down her face, as if he were searching for something.

“I warned you.”

He nodded and winced. “Fair enough.”

“Hold on,” she whispered. “I might have something to wrap it with.”

She reached to her side, slipping off one of the pillowcases from her bed. It was thin and flimsy, but it was better than nothing. Before August could protest, she pressed the fabric against the wound.

He let out another groan, deeper than the first.

Wren shot her gaze up to meet his. “Sorry.”

“What are you apologizing for?” August muttered, almost annoyed. “You’re the one helping me when I’ve never given you a reason to.” He hesitated, breaths shallow, before adding, “If anything … I should be the one apologizing.”

“For what?”

He shrugged. “Everything.”

“Well, I’m no saint either.”

He shook his head. “That’s not true. You aren’t—you’re nothing like me.”

The words came before she could stop them. “I think I’m more like you than either one of us is willing to admit.”

He grimaced. “A side effect of forced proximity.”

“Forced?” Wren looped the fabric under his arm and back over the wound. “You’re the one who started pestering me, August. Nobody forced you to speak to me.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Then what?”

“I just—” He winced and regained his composure. “Sometimes I think that even if we hadn’t died, if we’d been born centuries apart, we would still have found a way to each other.”

“Destined to endure the torment of one another’s company,” Wren added with a slight smirk, smoothing down the fabric.

“Torment.” August closed his eyes as he repeated the word. “That’s really how you’d describe our relationship?”

Wren’s hand froze over the wound. “What word would you use?”

He opened his eyes and threaded the next word into her thoughts.

Complicated.

Neither of them moved, their eyes locked together. Frustration welled in her chest.

“You can’t do this, August.” Wren shook her head, backing away from him. “You’re giving me whiplash.”

August flinched. “Loughty—”

“One moment I’m certain that I must mean nothing to you, and the next …” She ran a hand through her hair, a bitter chuckle escaping her throat. “Well … if I was stupid and naïve enough to believe it, I would say you act like … like you care about me—”

“And what if I did?” August interjected, voice hoarse.

Silence fell upon them like a sudden gust of wind.

“What did you say?” Wren whispered.

August released a loaded sigh.

“Would it be so terrible … if I did … care about you?”

“No.” Wren stepped toward him. “Of course it wouldn’t.”

August stared at her, hands still clamped over the edge of the desk. When neither of them moved, he shifted his gaze toward the bandage.

“Thank you … for this. It feels better.”

Wren cleared her throat. “Of course.”

August still didn’t move. He seemed paralyzed, teeth worrying at his bottom lip.

Wren took a chance. She threaded her thoughts into his.

Is there something else you need?

He looked up in surprise. There was a moment of hesitation before she felt his thoughts slither into her mind.

No … not need.

Wren closed the distance between them, her steps slow and steady, until she was standing right in front of him, placing herself back between his knees.

But you want something.

August reached out and threaded his index finger around hers, pulling her closer. It was far gentler than the other times he’d touched her, so soft she barely felt his fingers grazing her skin.

“What I want has never mattered,” he whispered out loud.

“It should matter.”

“Life isn’t that simple.” A muscle in his neck leapt. “And death even less, I’m afraid.”

The question lingered on her tongue. Begging to be released. To be spoken.

She took a chance. “What’s stopping you?”

August stiffened, his breath catching in his throat.

“From what?”

Wren reached out her hand and molded it against his cheek.

“From taking what you want.”

He sighed and pulled her closer. She felt the hard planes of his chest, longing unfurling in her stomach.

“If I could only tell you …” He shook his head. “I don’t want this burden anymore.”

“Then tell me,” she pleaded, stepping closer. Her hips pressed against the inside of his thighs, the points of contact burning as if the two of them were on the brink of erupting into flames.

“It’s all coming undone,” he whispered.

“What is?”

His grip on her tightened.

My restraint.

Heat curled somewhere deep in her chest, a feeling of wanting so painful she could do nothing but let out a low huff of air and lean in closer. She knew that what they were doing was reckless, that every step closer was a self-inflicted wound, an act of defiance against her own better judgment, but she didn’t care.

Tomorrow wasn’t guaranteed. And if this was their last night together …

The space between them sparked with heat, and then her hand was cupping the side of his face, her fingers brushing against his neck, and a feverish warmth spread through her. An unbearable need to hold him.

He tensed under her touch, but only momentarily, before relaxing into it, leaning in as if in a trance. He didn’t break eye contact, his gaze locked on hers, but she noted that his breaths grew increasingly labored as she began to draw small circles over his jawline with the tip of her thumb.

“You don’t have to pretend with me, August. You don’t have to keep it bottled up.” Her fingers traveled up toward the small scar etched into his cheekbone. “You’re not alone.”

His breath caught in his throat. “I am alone, Loughty.”

“Then what about me?”

“You,” August groaned out, neck tensing, “are my lifelong affliction.”

Wren’s hand froze against his cheek. “Affliction?”

“Does that offend you?”

“A bit.”

“It shouldn’t.” He shifted closer, bringing a hand up toward her, tentative at first, his fingers tracing the hem of her shirt. When she didn’t protest, he wound his fingers around her waist and tugged her toward him. “You are my affliction because it takes everything in me not to rip apart my principles and act upon my longing. I have an impulse to be with you all the time. To be physically near you.”

“Do you?” Wren breathed, her fingers snaking around his neck.

August inhaled deeply. He smiled, but there was pain behind it. Anguish. “It’s exasperating.”

“What is?”

“How often I think about you.”

She studied him, waiting for a flash of irony, but found nothing. Only his ashen eyes staring back at her, the rising and falling of his chest, the slight strain in his jaw as he waited for her to respond.

She whispered the next question into his mind.

Then why don’t you do something about it?

It was a challenge. A plea. She tightened her grip on his neck, and watched in satisfaction as a muscle in his jaw jumped. She brought her hand up higher, slowly, threading her fingers through his dark curls.

“You think I haven’t been tempted to?” His head tilted back against her touch, compliant. “That I haven’t dreamt about it? That I haven’t driven myself fucking mad with the torment of my own thoughts?”

His fingers squeezed tightly at her waist. All of her nerves stood on end, a crackling energy rolling through them. She could lose herself completely in it, if she gave in, if she allowed herself to.

“What’s stopping you now?”

“My conscience,” he whispered, a sardonic lilt to his voice.

“I wasn’t aware you had one.”

It was meant to be a joke, a teasing remark, but something about the way the words left her lips made the air in the room spark with palpable electricity. He clenched his jaw and pulled her even closer, destroying whatever space remained between them.

“Oh, I have one.” Spots of color spread over his cheeks. He leaned forward, brushing his lips against her cheek. The softest touch. Agonizingly brief. And then he pulled back and whispered, “But if I’m being completely honest with you … it’s hanging on by a thread.”

“Good.”

His hand caressed her waist before rising, gently gliding onto her shoulder, not stopping until his fingers found their way below her chin. He tilted her head back, the tip of his nose brushing against hers.

“Why is that a good thing?”

“Because …” Wren arched toward him. “Threads can break.”

And that was all the encouragement he needed.

His lips crashed against hers before she could speak another word. There was no gentle introduction. No hesitance on either of their parts. Just an overwhelming desperation to feel one another, to be closer, to drink each other in with an unabashed eagerness that would normally set the two of them on edge.

Wren found herself collapsing into him, her arms tightening around his neck. August held her steady, hands hungry and desperate to cover every inch of her body—her neck, her waist, the small of her back. A small moan fluttered from his lips, and it was enough to make her whimper, enough to make her lose herself completely.

The temperature shifted in the room as August slid back onto his feet, pushing her backward. He guided her toward the bed, neither of them breaking contact, their lips locked with every step. He set her down gently, placing her on the mattress, brushing her hair away from her face with his open palm.

For a moment, he pulled away, eyes searching hers.

“Is this okay—”

“Yes,” Wren interjected, blushing at the strain in her voice. “Is this … are you sure this is what you want?”

August dipped his face back down, pressing his lips against hers.

“Isn’t it obvious?” he groaned against her mouth. “How desperately I need you? How hopelessly I am yours?”

Wren slid her hands over his chest, her palms burning against his skin, and pulled his mouth back onto hers. Crossing the line between them felt like sprinting off the edge of a cliff, like falling straight through the air and savoring the inevitable destruction waiting for her at the bottom.

His eyes raked over her face, searching for something.

“Wren.” Her name slipped from his lips like a desperate prayer. “Are you sure?”

Was she sure she wanted this? Of course. She’d always known, despite everything, that her connection with August was something she could never run from. They had become each other’s salvation. Fated souls destined to collide. But she also knew it wasn’t smart. That she was opening herself up to the possibility of heartbreak. Of finding something dangerously close to hope, only to have it shatter tomorrow at the end of the last trial.

She wanted him in ways she didn’t quite understand. In ways that terrified her.

She knew he must be feeling the same thing. Confronted with the same hesitance. She saw it reflected in his eyes. That desperation to close the space between them, marred by the fear that it might be the last time.

But in the end, the answer was easy.

Wren laced her fingers through his, pulling him closer. She pressed a kiss against his neck, reveling in the way he wilted against her touch. When he looked back down at her, she saw adoration reflected in his eyes. Divinity.

I’m sure. Wren let the words flow into his mind without restraint.

And for the first time since Wren had spotted August sulking down the halls of Blackwood Academy, neither of them fought to fill the space between them with words. Neither of them challenged the other with snarky remarks, desperate to outwit one another.

For once, they were silent. Their bodies communing under the silver glow of night.

*

Wren woke up hours later, the taste of August’s lips still lingering on her mouth, the feeling of his hands still burned into her skin. But when her eyelids fluttered open, hand reaching out toward him, there was nothing there.

Only a cold, empty bed.

She wasn’t surprised. She had expected him to leave. He wasn’t one to face his emotions, and the pain of their losing one another was probably too much for him to bear. She didn’t take it personally.

If the tables had been turned—she would have done the same thing.

But once she was awake, she couldn’t fall back asleep. It was more than just the memories of August. There was something missing. The pieces had been revealed to them, the truth of the Decennial an unwelcome burden she now carried with every breath. But none of that explained how Louise had been able to access shadow magic. None of that answered the questions they had been plagued with for the past week.

Wren snatched her coat from her nightstand, slipping it on as she strode out of her room and made her way out of Pettyworth. The impenetrable fog slithered around her limbs like the featherlight touch of a ghost, clouding her vision and disorienting her senses. Her mind was a scrambled mess of desperation, but even so, she knew exactly where to go, her feet moving steadily beneath her.

Litterman House loomed in front of her, windows completely devoid of light. It was like looking into the carcass of a beast. She shivered, approaching the double doors. When she placed her hand upon the doorknob, she realized that the wards had been shut off. Strange. The protective wards were always working during the night, preventing students from other Houses from entering without a chaperone.

But there was no time to unravel that mystery.

Wren simply counted herself lucky and stepped inside. She made her way up the stairs, cursing as the old wood creaked beneath her weight. The dormitories were on the second and third level, another maze of corridors and doors similar to that of Pettyworth. But Louise had mentioned her room number weeks earlier, which meant Wren knew exactly where to go to find her.

Room 31.

Wren knocked, holding her breath. She expected to hear the shuffle of feet, the sound of the bed creaking as Louise stood up to greet her, but there was nothing.

She knocked once more.

“Lou?” she whispered, pressing her ear against the door. Still nothing.

Wren placed her hand upon the doorknob, surprised to find the door unlocked. She pushed forward, stepping into the room.

A strangled gasp escaped her throat when she found what waited for her on the other side.

The room had been ransacked. A scattered valley of ripped-up papers and journals. The sheets had not only been thrown to the floor but torn. Ripped apart as though they had been mauled by a wild animal. Black ink smeared the walls, spelling out nonsensical ramblings with no beginning and no end.

And, most importantly, there was no sign of Louise.

Wren placed a shaking hand over her mouth as she took in the mess in front of her, scanning the walls, attempting to make sense of the frantic writing. There were words that stood out to her: carnage, deceit, prophecy, awakening. But none of it made sense.

Something caught her eye. A piece of paper placed upon a wooden desk.

She approached it slowly, a horrible tension gripping her chest, twisting her insides mercilessly.

And that was when she saw it.

Her name. Smeared in red ink. Written over and over and over.

Wren. Wren. Wren. Wren. Wren. Wren.

She picked up the paper with a trembling hand, lifting it toward the silver glow of the sky. But something was wrong. This ink wasn’t just red. It was dark crimson, dried and crusted over.

It was blood.

Wren gasped, dropping the paper. She stumbled backward, panic and confusion blotting out her senses. She was paralyzed by a tidal wave of questions, each one more terrifying than the last.

Had Louise done this? Had someone taken her? Had her friend been lying to her this entire time?

Wren needed to find her. She bolted out of the room, determined to locate Louise, only to go crashing straight into another body. She gasped, prepared to fight, summoning a surge of fire through her limbs—

“Ms. Loughty!” It was Housemaster Calligan. He gripped Wren’s shoulder tightly with one hand, the other clutching a lantern. “What on earth are you doing here? We’ve been looking for you.”

“I—I came to find Louise. To speak with her.” Wren attempted to steady her breathing, speaking through choked gasps. “But she’s not in her room. She’s not there—”

“Oh, I’m sure Louise has simply snuck off somewhere … much like you, might I add.”

Wren shook her head. “But her room … I think something might have—Wait. Did you say you were looking for me?”

Calligan nodded, solemn. “There has been a change. Unforeseen circumstances have altered the Decennial’s schedule.”

Terror pooled in Wren’s stomach. “What are you saying?”

Calligan stepped forward, the glow of his lantern illuminating the space between them.

“You must come with me,” he whispered. “The fourth and final trial is about to begin.”
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OLIVIER

He woke up gasping for air.

Next to him, Emilio was still. Cold. Seemingly lifeless. But not gone. If the wound had destroyed him, then he would have disintegrated into particles by now, consumed by the Ether. But he was still here, lying next to Olivier, flesh and bone, shallow breaths slipping from his lips.

There must be something Olivier could do. If he couldn’t heal the wound with a needle and thread, then maybe he needed to think beyond the physical world.

An idea emerged.

Just because they no longer held the ability to heal themselves with magic didn’t mean others couldn’t heal them. It was a possibility. Hope. And that was enough to jolt Olivier out of the bed and onto his feet.

He knew where he needed to go, though he didn’t like the idea of leaving Emilio by himself. But if anybody had a plethora of useful magical information stored in their room, it was Emilio. His room was a couple of doors away. It would only be a few seconds.

Olivier glanced at Emilio, memorizing every tiny detail of his face.

“Hold on,” he whispered. “Please.”

And then he ran out into the corridor.

He began rifling through Emilio’s desk the moment he stumbled into the room. As he suspected, there were dozens of textbooks and notes stuffed into his drawers and scattered over the wooden surface. There had to be something he wasn’t seeing. Anything. A spell that could help mend the wound. That could slow down the bleeding.

Something caught his eye. It was the book they’d stolen from the Housemasters’ section of the Library. The book on shadow magic.

He didn’t think. He grabbed the book and darted back toward his room, skidding to a halt in his doorway.

Emilio was still there. His breaths shallow, rapid. His usually warm brown skin a sickly white.

Olivier darted to the bed and began frantically flipping through the pages. It was mainly unintelligible—pages and pages on soul curses and shadow portals. None of it was useful. None of it was what he needed.

Until he came across a page on rejuvenation spells. On mending and healing souls. But there was a caveat he hadn’t considered. A requirement he wouldn’t satisfy.

He needed to remove his own humanity.

“No,” Olivier whispered, a sob rattling in his chest. “No, no, no.”

There had to be a way around it. A way to bypass that rule. But the more Olivier read, the more he understood that there was nothing he could do. It wasn’t that he wasn’t willing to remove his own humanity to save Emilio—he would do it in a heartbeat—but he didn’t know how. The text didn’t explain the process.

Beside him, Emilio moaned. It was the softest noise, barely audible. His eyes moved beneath his closed lids.

“I’m sorry,” Olivier whimpered. He pressed a kiss onto Emilio’s forehead as a sob racked his body.

If Emilio wasn’t going to make it, then Olivier was going to stay with him. Until the very end. Even if that meant relinquishing his spot in the final trial and damning his soul for all eternity. He didn’t care anymore.

But then Emilio’s eyes fluttered open slightly. He was whispering something.

“What did you say?” Olivier said, leaning in closer.

“The … page …,” Emilio breathed out, dipping in and out of consciousness.

“What page?”

Emilio coughed and blood spluttered onto his lips. “The … page … four hundred thirty-nine … look at … the theory …”

Olivier frantically scanned the pages of the old text until he found page 439. But it didn’t make any sense. This wasn’t helpful. It was some ancient shadow magic spell known as soul infiltration. Based on Emilio’s notes in the margin, it seemed to be a spell that allowed one person to inhabit the soul of another. Almost like possession.

Olivier squinted when he spotted something scribbled in red.

It was Emilio’s handwriting. He had written, clear as day, six simple words. A question.

COULD SOMEONE ELSE BE INSIDE LOUISE?

But before Olivier could ask Emilio what he meant, how this information was helpful, the door of the room flew open.

It took him a moment to register what he was looking at.

Housemaster Birdie and Housemaster Russo stood in the doorway. They were both out of breath, as though they’d been running.

“Quickly,” Russo gasped. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

Olivier shook his head. “I don’t understand—”

“We can try to save him,” Birdie interjected with a quick glance over her shoulder. “But you both need to leave with us. Now.”
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WREN

Once, when Wren was twelve, she fell from a tree in her backyard and broke her wrist. It shattered, bones splintering upon contact with the ground beneath her. Her mother had been furious. She’d told Wren countless times not to climb the tree, but Wren, being the kind of person she was, hadn’t listened. She’d wanted to prove to herself that she could do it. Or maybe she’d simply wanted to do the opposite of what she’d been told.

That night, when her mother tucked her back into bed, she’d looked deeply into Wren’s eyes and told her, “Your actions have consequences. You have to think before you act. There are no second chances when it comes to life and death.”

Though it had been sound advice—her mother had been wrong.

Death had given Wren a second chance at life, a path toward redemption. A chance to prove to herself, to her mother, to everybody around her, that she could listen to the rules.

That she could be good.

But now that second chance had been taken away from her. As she walked into the Opal Chamber, her shoes clattering against the marble floor, she thought back to her mother’s warning.

There are no second chances.

Irene was already waiting inside. She was leaning against one of the pews, arms crossed, a restless energy surrounding her. She nervously tapped her boot, her gaze momentarily crossing Wren before returning to the floor.

And then there was August.

He watched her, eyes inscrutable. But his lips lifted a fraction when he saw her. A smile.

She stopped in front of him. “August.”

To her surprise, he reached out his hand and laced his fingers through hers.

“Loughty.”

“Oh God,” Irene muttered under her breath. “You finally decided to get together? A day before your mutual destruction? Jesus Christ. How fucking Shakespearean of you two.”

Wren lowered her voice to a whisper. “I need to talk to you.”

“What is it?”

“I … I went to Lou’s room. Something wasn’t right. It was a disaster. Like someone had destroyed it, or … or ransacked it looking for something.”

“She could just keep a messy room.” August chuckled, shrugging. “I’m sure she’s not the only one.”

“No, it’s not—” Wren cursed under her breath, tugging him closer. “August. Listen to me. I know what I saw. It was … it was bad. There was writing all over the walls. She had … she had written something in blood—”

“What?” August’s mocking smile quickly dissipated. “What did she write?”

“My name.”

August’s entire demeanor shifted. His gray eyes darkened with an expression that sent a chill down Wren’s spine. But before she could tell him more, the doors to the chamber swung open and Headmaster Silas entered the room.

“Good morning, nominees.” He nodded in their direction and strode across the room, walking stick in hand. “I’ve come with some rather unfortunate news. I’m afraid we’ve lost two more nominees overnight.”

Shock coursed through Wren. No. It can’t be possible. Even Irene seemed surprised by the news, her entire body going rigid. If Wren didn’t know any better, she would even go as far as to say that Irene seemed … worried.

“What do you mean?” Wren asked breathlessly.

“Well, it appears Emilio and Olivier have become … indisposed.”

Indisposed? But that didn’t make any sense. Olivier had been fine when Wren had last seen him. He’d returned from the third trial uninjured. Emilio’s condition had been concerning, but there was no reason for both of them to be eliminated.

“But I don’t—”

“We don’t have time to go over specifics,” Silas interjected swiftly, coming to an abrupt halt in front of the Ether’s arched doorway. “Time is fleeting, and we must begin the fourth and final trial.”

“Which is?” Irene asked with an exasperated sigh.

“I have hidden a specific item within the Ether,” he explained, gesturing toward the portal door. “For the final task, you will be traveling through a specially chosen landscape in search of that item. Unlike your earlier trial within the Ether, this time, you will all be in the same landscape. So … if you encounter another nominee—feel free to eliminate your competition.”

Wren wanted to smack the brazen smirk right off his face. Of course he would suggest something like that. To him, they were nothing but sacrifices. Disposable. Insignificant souls destined to be consumed.

Irene stepped closer. “Are you going to tell us what the item is?”

Silas shook his head. “That is part of the challenge. If your soul connection is strong, then you should be able to find it, no matter what it is.” He smacked the handle of his walking stick against the portal door, igniting a cloud of magic that spread through the wooden surface like a meteor shower.

“Now.” He clasped his hands together, stepping away from the arch. “Who would like to enter first?”

It wasn’t an actual question. Everybody knew who would go first.

Irene didn’t hesitate. She stepped forward, shoulders squarely facing the door, and readied herself. But something about her expression struck Wren as odd. It was a look she’d never seen on Irene before.

A moment of hesitation. Of doubt.

Irene gnawed the inside of her cheek, eyes momentarily darting toward Wren. Suddenly, Irene no longer looked like the cruel viper Wren had always known her to be. She looked … scared.

A foreign sense of desperation struck Wren without warning. A desire to somehow protect Irene, despite their animosity. After all, there was a chance this was the last time they’d see each other, the last moments either of them would ever share.

Wren stepped forward. “Irene … I—”

But something about the sincerity in Wren’s voice must have startled Irene, because it was in that same moment that she shook her head, turned back toward the portal and crossed through.

Silas watched August and Wren from a distance, waiting. They needed to make a decision.

Who goes next?

August ran a worried hand through his curls and let out a dry chuckle. “Feels like maybe I should have prepared a speech or something.”

Wren tried to smile, to laugh, but nothing came out. She felt inexplicably hollow.

“That’s all right. Words have never really been our strong suit.”

August reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

Remember what I told you. About saving yourself. Don’t try to help anyone, okay?

Wren swallowed, nodding.

I know.

But Wren didn’t want to remember. She didn’t want to save herself if it meant losing everybody else in the process.

If it meant losing him.

August stepped toward the portal, but Wren pulled him back.

“Wait.”

He sighed, brows furrowed. “Loughty.”

She didn’t give him the chance to retort. She pulled him back down and cupped his face with her hands, closing the space between them, not caring that Silas was watching nearby.

Their lips collided in a moment of pure desperation. One more kiss. One more moment together. She just needed something to hold on to. Something to remember him by. He wove his hands through her hair, pulling tighter, and everything else seemed to melt away.

But it wasn’t enough. Nothing would ever be enough.

Wren whispered the next words into his ear.

“Find me. Wherever you are, wherever we end up, don’t stop looking for me.”

And because she couldn’t bear to watch him walk away, to watch him leave her, she jumped in front of him, ignoring the sound of his voice calling out to her, and stepped through the door.
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IRENE

It had been years since she’d traveled the Ether on her own. She was used to having her partner by her side. Her constant companion. And Masika’s absence hit Irene harder than she could have anticipated as she crossed the threshold and transitioned into the Ether, a gaping emptiness spreading through her chest.

She gasped in a breath. Her ears rang. Her stomach churned. It was the familiar transition. Nothing new.

But this time … she’d have to do it alone.

Once her vision adjusted and she realized where she was, Irene couldn’t help but gasp.

She was inside what appeared to be a Blackwood building. But even though everything looked the same on the surface—dark floorboards, ivy crawling on the walls, iron sconces lining the path forward, she could see the strange cracks in the Ether’s projection. The mirrors were warped. The floor slightly crooked.

But it was more than that.

As she walked forward, making her way down the corridor, it almost felt like she wasn’t moving. Like the corridor was stretching out endlessly in front of her, like the ground itself was moving beneath her feet.

Irene fixed her gaze forward, unwilling to succumb to the Ether’s tricks. She had an innate suspicion that the mirrors lining the walls weren’t meant to be looked into. That if she allowed herself even a single moment of weakness, she’d find something terrible lurking beyond the glass surface.

She wasn’t sure where she was meant to be going. Each turn she took led her to another identical corridor. She called upon her magic, sensing her internal map. She could feel the faintest flicker of something in the distance. Something familiar.

She tried to keep track of how many turns she’d taken, a way of staying focused, but it didn’t take long for her to lose count. She’d been walking for what felt like hours, and the Ether’s draining properties had already begun to take effect. Her legs grew numb beneath her. Her chest heavy and head pounding mercilessly.

She glanced to her right—

A mistake. One sudden, stupid mistake.

She looked straight into one of the mirrors, forgetting her promise to keep her eyes forward, and screamed when she saw what looked back at her.

It was her own face. Tired and exhausted. But she wasn’t alone.

“You left me.”

Masika stood behind her in the reflection, her face bloodied and scarred. Her words echoed in Irene’s skull, flooding through her mind in a disorienting loop. The logical part of Irene knew it was an illusion, but the other part of her, the one that was grief-stricken by the sudden loss of her friend, couldn’t help but respond.

“I had to keep going,” Irene told her. “You would have done the same thing.”

“I would have said goodbye to you.” Masika’s voice echoed all around her, her expression shifting from heartbroken to rageful. “I would have tried to find you.”

Irene stepped closer to the mirror. “I’m not a good friend. I’m not even a good person. If anything, I did you a favor. I made it easier for us both.”

Masika’s face glitched, warping within the mirror.

“You aren’t a bad person, Irene. You cling to that idea because it’s easier to do that than to face the person you’ve become. You want to run from the monster inside you. The darkness that follows you. But that isn’t who you are.”

“You don’t know who I am.”

Masika tilted her head. “You and I both know that’s a lie. I was the only person who saw the real you. Who saw the scared little girl hidden behind the mask. The one you thought you got rid of.”

“Stop,” Irene choked out. She stepped away from the mirror, but the wall behind her narrowed, trapping her within the constricting passageway. She had nowhere to run, and was forced to listen to the illusion’s words.

“Your mother hurt you, so you vowed to hurt the world. You took that rage and anger and let it turn you into the person you were most afraid of.”

“Stop—”

“But I hope it was worth it. I hope it was worth losing the one friend you had.”

An anguished scream tore through Irene’s throat as she smacked her hand against the mirror. Glass shards exploded as her fist made contact, a splintered crack splitting the illusion of Masika in two.

“You can’t keep running from yourself,” the other girl whispered, voice fading. “No matter what choice you end up making. No matter where you go—you will always be there.”

When Irene blinked, the image of Masika vanished. The passageway had widened back to normal, exposing the path forward. Irene inhaled a ragged breath, hot tears prickling at her eyes, and faced the mirror once again. She waited for Masika’s face to reappear, to hear her friend’s voice one more time, but she was gone.

All Irene was left with was the one thing she’d always been truly afraid of. The real monster lurking in the darkness of her room.

The one thing she could never escape.

Herself.
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WREN

She was in her room.

Everything was the same as the space she’d grown so familiar with: the oak dresser and tarnished mirror. The bedsheets adorned with depictions of wildflowers. The white lace curtains and dust-filled shelves. But Wren knew it wasn’t really her room. For one, she could feel the effects of the Ether around her—that intoxicated feeling in her limbs, the heaviness pressing down upon her skull. But there was also one glaringly obvious difference between this room and her real one. When she looked outside her window, she didn’t see the familiar trees dotting the path to the Main Yard. Instead, there appeared to be an endless black sky of glittering stars, an entire universe stretching out beyond her.

Wren glanced into the vanity mirror and assessed her reflection. She hardly recognized the person looking back at her. They shared the same physical characteristics—bright auburn hair, a pale complexion, thick brows—but that wasn’t who she really was. She knew there was someone else, someone lingering just beyond what the eye could see.

The person behind the face.

Past Wren. The person notorious for making mistake after mistake, leaving a path of destruction in her wake without remorse. The one who didn’t care to stop and think about how her actions might affect those around her. How her actions might hurt those she loved most in the world.

This new version of herself, with her perfect grades and holier-than-thou disposition, was nothing but a character. A projection for others to see. A way of forgetting about Past Wren and replacing her with something palatable. Something good.

If she could forget about her past, she could forget about the accident. She could put it all behind her.

That was why she had clung to the Decennial with such desperation. Why she had become obsessed with the idea of academic grandeur. But now, all of those dreams, all of that hope inside her had been crushed.

How could she live with herself if she chose to become an Ascended, knowing what it had cost her?

A noise rattled in the distance. It was hard to make out exactly what it was, but she could tell that someone was calling out for help, a palpable desperation in their voice.

August’s words echoed in her mind like a warning bell.

Remember what I told you. About saving yourself.

Wren cursed under her breath. August would simply have to forgive her.

She darted out of the room and into the corridor. She ran, the voice growing louder with every passing second. There was a quality about the voice that sounded familiar—a sharp, commanding tone she knew well. And that was when Wren saw her.

Irene.

She was at the end of an impossibly long corridor. Her body was sinking into the floorboards, her legs consumed by a thick black liquid. She writhed helplessly, hands clawing at the ground in front of her, but it seemed that no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get herself out.

“Help!”

Wren didn’t stop to think. She just started running.

If she could get there quickly enough, if she could silence the panic and focus on the air rushing into her lungs, she could save Irene. Offer her a bit more time. But the liquid was dragging Irene down faster than Wren had anticipated. Creeping over her legs and thighs.

By the time Wren arrived, sliding over the floor next to her, the dark ooze was up to Irene’s waist.

Wren reached out her hand. “Grab on! I’ll pull you out.”

Irene’s eyes were wide. Panicked. She nodded, teeth chattering.

Their hands locked together. Irene’s palm was damp with sweat and whatever that strange black liquid was, but Wren held on, gritting her teeth, pulling with all her might.

Wren teetered forward. Dangerously close.

“Hold on!”

The liquid rose past Irene’s waist. Up toward her chest. Slowly engulfing her neck. Her arms slipped under, Wren’s own hand sinking in. But she still didn’t let go.

She couldn’t allow herself to give up.

“Please,” Wren whispered. Her grasp was slipping. If she kept hold of Irene’s hand, she knew she would fall in. That she would meet the same fate. But even knowing that, she couldn’t bring herself to abandon Irene.

“I can’t—” Irene choked as the mud trickled into her mouth. “Wren … I … I …”

And then something happened.

Irene’s panic-stricken face dropped. Her scream cut short. The terror in her eyes vanished.

Her lips curled into a smile.

“Wren,” she whispered. But something wasn’t right. This wasn’t Irene’s voice. “Always such a good girl.”

And then the thing that looked like Irene grabbed Wren by the neck and pulled her under.

*

Wren landed flat on her stomach, hands breaking her fall. Dirt splattered onto her face, a bitter taste coating her mouth. She winced as she gathered herself onto her knees, eyes scanning the unfamiliar surroundings.

It was an open field, starlight dotting the night sky above her. The grass beneath her was dried and decaying, coming apart between her fingertips.

She had no time to think about what that creature was. Why it had chosen Irene’s face. She had to focus. There had to be a way out of here. It was clear that wherever she was, she’d veered from the correct path.

But before she could start moving, a voice rang out behind her.

“Loughty?”

August was standing a few yards away from her, chest heaving with every breath, his cheeks flushed. He had been running, sweat beading above his brow and down the muscles of his neck.

“August.” She closed the gap between them and threw her arms over his shoulders. Her hands instinctively cupped his face. She needed to know he was real. That it wasn’t just an illusion. But everything about him felt solid. Felt like him. “How are you here? Did you follow me?”

He pulled away and grabbed her firmly by the shoulders. “We need to leave. Now.”

“Leave?” Wren echoed incredulously. “Where? We can’t leave.”

“I know somewhere we can go.”

“But the soul vow—” She shook her head, his words jumbling in her ears. “We can’t. We have to finish the trial—”

“That doesn’t matter,” August interjected, gripping her hands and placing them against his chest. “I know a way out of it.”

“I don’t understand.” Panic seeped into Wren’s lungs, threatening to consume her like a raging river. “August. You’re not making any sense—”

“Listen to me.” Desperation clung to his voice as he pleaded with her. “I know a way out of the soul vow. A place we can hide. I … I needed to wait for the right moment. It’s only in the Ether that we can slip out undetected, and even then, it’s a risk. But I need you to trust me.” He lifted her hands to his lips, placing a featherlight kiss against her knuckles. “Can you do that for me? Can you trust me?”

Wren tried to speak, but nothing came out. She was struck by a horrifying realization that made her tense beneath him. “But … if you discovered a way out of the soul vow … why didn’t you tell the other nominees? We could have … we could have tried to find a way into the Ether with them. We could have tried to help them.”

August flinched at the accusation. “It’s not that simple. I can explain everything once you come with me—”

“And then what? We hide for the rest of eternity in the outskirts of purgatory while Silas continues to destroy other innocent souls?”

“But—” August shook his head, brows creased together in confusion. “Don’t you understand? It doesn’t matter because then you’d be safe.”

She pushed herself away from him, just an inch. Enough to come to her senses.

“If one of us wins, we can try to take him down from the inside. There’s nothing we can do if we hide. That’s the easy way out.”

“I don’t care.” A sense of urgency flooded through August’s voice. A tremor that made her heart twist painfully. “I want the easy way out. My entire life has been the hard way. The painful way. If we don’t leave now, then—” He ran his hands through his curls and let out a throaty groan. “You don’t understand. There’s so much I need to tell you. But we’re running out of time.”

“Time for what?” Wren stepped closer.

He froze, eyes locked on hers. A paralyzing moment hovered between them.

But August never got the opportunity to answer her.

He doubled over, hands clamped firmly over his chest, and let out an agonized scream. Every muscle in his neck tensed as his knees gave out beneath him and he collapsed onto the ground.

“August!” Wren bent down, hands frantically searching for a wound, but there was nothing. No cut. No blood. Nothing to indicate what was hurting him. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

He threw his head back as the pain seized his body. Two words slipped out of his mouth.

“Leave. Me.”

Wren tilted her head in confusion. Tears blurred her vision.

“What?” she whispered, voice cracking

He groaned, the veins in his neck bulging. “Now.”

Something echoed behind them. The sound rumbled in the air like thunder.

It took Wren a second to realize what it was.

Laughter.

“As entertaining as this has been,” said a familiar voice, “I’m afraid we do need to wrap this up. I’m getting quite bored of the theatrics.”

Wren didn’t understand what she was looking at. It didn’t make any sense.

Louise stood behind her, arms crossed and face twisted in amusement. She watched Wren with an eerie calmness, a steadiness in her gaze that sent a wave of panic through Wren’s body. But there was something about her that was different. Her eyes were no longer the pale blue that reminded Wren of waves and ice.

They were a dark shade of brown. Almost entirely black.

“Lou?”

“Try again.”

And then Louise blinked, her eyes changing from black to their familiar blue. The smile on her face dissipated, replaced by pure panic and desperation.

She looked around in bewilderment.

“Where … where am I?”

Wren shuddered. She watched the confusion ripple across Louise’s face. The terror. Louise blinked and her eyes melted into black again, a wicked smile lifting onto her lips.

“She’s a bit of a crybaby, that one.” It was Louise’s voice, the one that belonged to the friend Wren knew, but there was a sense of cruelty she didn’t recognize. Every word laced with venom. “Good thing I don’t have much use for her anymore.”

August groaned from his place on the ground. He gripped Wren by the wrist, digging his fingernails into her skin. She winced, but he didn’t let go, holding on to her tighter. He fought against the pain, gritting his teeth as he spoke.

“Run,” he begged. “Please.”

But Wren couldn’t. She needed to understand what was happening.

For once—she needed the truth.

She gently pried August’s hand away from her and stood up to face Louise.

“Who are you?”

“There we go.” Louise clasped her hands together in delight. “Now you’re asking the right questions.” She slinked closer to Wren, reveling in her confusion. “Oh, come on. You don’t have any guesses? You know … that little newbie—oh, what’s his name? Emilio, I believe. He basically figured the whole thing out. Such a shame about his injury. He was just about to put it all together.”

“You’re … possessing Lou, aren’t you?” Wren asked, voice quivering.

Louise—or rather, the person inside Louise—let out a bark of laughter.

“It’s a bit more complicated than that.”

Wren stiffened. “Let her go. You said it yourself … you have no use for her anymore.”

“Yes, well … I’m afraid she knows too much. Has seen too much. If I severed our connection, Louise would be able to access all of my memories. She’d see everything I did when I was in control.”

“You can’t live inside her forever.”

“You’re right.” She sighed, the wicked smile on her face faltering slightly. “I can’t.”

Louise snapped her fingers and her eyes shifted to blue again. The panic took back over. The awareness washing over her features.

“Wren,” she whimpered, her voice breaking. “What—what is happening to me?”

Wren darted toward her without hesitation, wrapping Louise in a tight embrace.

“You’re okay. I’m going to get you out of here.”

“I feel like I’m going crazy,” Louise sobbed. “I don’t—I don’t understand what’s happening to me …”

“Listen to me, Lou. This isn’t your fault.” Wren cupped her face in her hands. “I’m going to find a way out of this. I’m going to get you back to Blackwood and you’re going to be okay. I’m not going to let them hurt you.”

Louise opened her mouth to speak, but a breathy choking sound fluttered from her throat instead, her eyes widening in terror as she struggled to find her voice.

“What—” Wren’s hands trembled as she looked on in horror. “What is it?”

Louise didn’t answer. She couldn’t. And then her skin was crackling. Disintegrating. Ripping apart at the very seams. Wren reached a hand toward her cheek and it came apart against her touch, melting into dust. Chunks of skin and flesh floating up into the air, evaporating into nothingness.

A scream ripped from Wren’s throat as she fought to hold her friend together. But the pieces of Louise melted away like candle wax. Her face gone. Her bones dust. Every inch of her skin disappeared, falling away like sand in the wind, giving way to a new face. The one that had been lurking just beneath, waiting for the right opportunity to strike.

A face with a cruel smile. With black eyes and pointed teeth and cheekbones that could cut a person’s heart in two.

And then Louise Nordain was gone.

Standing before Wren was somebody else entirely. A girl with dark hair cloaked in shadows.

“Pity.” A wicked, gravelly voice hummed in the air. It reverberated with power. “The girl had potential.”

White-hot rage coursed through Wren, blinding her. She lost track of all her senses, her surroundings melting into an incoherent landscape with no shape or meaning. All she could focus on was the anger dripping into her heart. The hunger begging to destroy the girl standing in front of her, to tear her limb from limb.

Each word left Wren in a strangled gasp. “What … did you do … to her.”

The girl stared back, eyes devoid of emotion.

“What had to be done.”

No.

Wren lunged at her, veins coursing with ravenous magic. But before she could wrap her hands around the girl’s throat, the girl snapped her fingers and Wren’s entire body froze. Her legs hardened to stone. Her muscles stiffened. She couldn’t move, trapped within the confines of her body.

“Get … away from her.” August’s voice echoed behind her. Wren couldn’t turn her head to look at him, but she knew he was still writhing in pain. She could hear it in his voice. The torment latching onto his every word. “Don’t … touch her.”

“You know I can’t promise you that.”

“Edith.” August whispered the name with bone-chilling familiarity. “Please.”

The girl’s face hardened. A fleeting moment of regret. Of something other than the cruelty oozing out of her. And then she drew her lips back into a smile and let out a sardonic flutter of laughter.

“Ah, well. I was hoping to be the one to tell her my name, but I appreciate the introduction, little brother.”
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AUGUST

He’d never wanted her to find out this way. He would rather have been buried with the truth, the darkness festering inside him, slowly destroying him, than hear the words spoken out loud. Than see the look on Wren’s face once she understood just how many secrets he’d kept from her.

It was years and years of lies rupturing.

And all he could do was sit back and watch.

Edith seemed to be savoring the moment. Reveling in the chaos she’d created.

“I’m guessing August didn’t tell you about our family drama?” She stalked toward Wren, her steps slow and menacing. Shadows sprang from her limbs, wrapping around her arms like coiling snakes. “Doesn’t surprise me. The two of us aren’t exactly on the best terms right now.”

August groaned.

“I’m going … to rip you … apart.”

Edith ignored him, eyes fixed on Wren. August could see her fighting to break free from the spell, the terror in her eyes as she remained frozen to the ground. But even if Wren could somehow beat the enchantment, she’d be powerless against Edith.

“You see, my brother and I had a deal. He was supposed to bring you to the Demien Order during the final trial. And I thought everything was going according to plan, until I learned that his feelings had grown … complicated.” Edith smiled and lifted a brow. “Funny. I didn’t think my brother was capable of love. But then again, he’s always had a knack for surprising me.”

She snaked her way closer, hand lifted toward Wren’s face. One of the shadows fluttering around her arm slithered onto Wren’s shoulder, skating over her collarbone. August watched helplessly as Wren’s eyes widened in fear. He fought through the pain, lifting himself onto his knees, but he couldn’t break free of the magic holding him down.

He couldn’t save her.

“Recently, I had a feeling I could no longer trust my brother. Call it sisterly intuition. So I made the choice to enter Blackwood and see for myself … observe.” Edith let out a sigh. “I pushed my luck in the second trial. Showed my cards too early. You see, my brother and I have a pesky little way of knowing when the other is around. And when I sent that shadow creature, I knew my brother had finally sensed my presence.”

Wren shook her head. “But—”

“I know you probably have questions, but I’m afraid they’re going to have to wait. We’re running a bit behind schedule.” She snapped her fingers, and Wren’s body shuddered as the spell loosened its grip on her. Before she could retaliate, one of the shadows wrapped itself tightly around her wrists, shackling her. “Sorry. Precautionary measures.”

Wren groaned as she fought against the restraints.

“Why are you doing this?”

Edith’s smile darkened. Her gaze shifted to August. “Do you want to be the one to tell her? Or should I?”

Panic seized him as he fought through the pain. It felt as though his body were engulfed in flames, his brain pounding mercilessly against his skull.

“Loughty …” His lungs betrayed him as he gasped in a ragged breath. He tried to stay focused, to keep his eyes on hers, but brown dots had begun to clog his vision. “I’ve … I’ve kept things from you. Lied to you. But I need you to know that I would never have let her—I would never have let her take you.”

Wren’s face creased with confusion.

“Take me?”

He buckled forward as another wave of pain seized his chest, but he kept his gaze locked on hers. A part of him was afraid that if he looked away, if he gave in to the pain, he’d lose her completely.

“Edith recruited me. Long ago. She convinced me to join the Demien Order before I realized what it had become.” His words tumbled out of him. He knew he didn’t have a lot of time. That Edith was going to win this fight no matter what. He couldn’t stop her. Not now. But he could try to make Wren understand. He could use the seconds he had left to try to mend what he had broken. “I was … I was assigned to gain your trust. To bring you to her when you were ready. And at first … I was going to do it. I thought it was the right thing. But—but it isn’t who I am anymore. It isn’t who I want to be. And the closer I got to you, the more I knew I couldn’t go through with it. Everything—”

A guttural scream cut him off as another wave of pain sent him collapsing toward the ground. He looked up through his damp curls, wincing as he pushed himself back onto his knees. He could barely get the words out, but he had to keep going.

“—everything changed. I knew I couldn’t do it anymore. That I couldn’t help Edith. A part of me had known for years that what the Demien Order had become was just another form of destruction.”

He drew in a breath and fought to remain conscious. She needed to hear this. To hear every word.

“But it was you who turned the light back on, Wren. The one who brought me back to life after years and years of drowning. It was you who dragged me back from hell. It was you. It was always you. It will always be you.”

Silence split the night. Unspoken words simmered behind Wren’s eyes.

And then a single clap. And another. And another.

“Beautiful,” Edith mused with a grin. She mockingly clapped her hands together, head falling back as she let out a cackle of laughter. “Did you plan that? I mean, that was some groundbreaking stuff right there. You should really write that down.” She cupped Wren’s face between her hands, angling her closer. “But I’m afraid we’re going to have to cut this lovefest a bit short. We have somewhere to be.”

Wren fought against her restraints. “I don’t understand. Why have August spend all these years gaining my trust just to recruit me?”

Edith inhaled a sharp breath, something hungry and feral gleaming in her eyes.

“Because we couldn’t just snatch you from your bed in the middle of the night. We needed to wait. To be patient. To obey what is written and fulfill the Soulless One’s prophecy. Because you, Wren Loughty, are not just a regular recruit.” Edith’s gaze snaked over Wren’s face, drinking her in. “You are … so much more.”

Wren shuddered.

“What … am I?”

At this, Edith chuckled.

“You’ll find out soon enough. But for now … you need to come with me.”

Wren took a rigid step backward.

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

“Now, Wren.” Edith chuckled. “Let’s play nice. I can’t have you kicking and screaming the whole way there. I need you compliant. You can do that for me … can’t you?”

“Never,” Wren spat out.

Edith’s gaze hardened. “Fine. Then watch him suffer.”

August collapsed onto the ground as a searing pain shot through his limbs. It was fire. All at once. Engulfing his limbs. He wanted to rip his own skin off. To peel back the layers and let himself wither away. He must have been screaming. There was a noise echoing in his ears, loud and grating. But he’d lost track of what was up and what was down, consumed by the never-ending pain.

A voice sliced through the chaos.

“Stop!”

The pain vanished. August gasped, hands clawing at the dirt.

The second he saw the look on Wren’s face, he knew.

He understood what she was about to do.

“No.” He tried to gather himself onto his knees, but he was too weak. Too broken. He crawled on his hands and knees, desperate to reach her. To save her from the irreparable decision she was about to make. “Don’t.”

But Wren was already reaching her hand out, beckoning Edith closer. He watched, terror coursing through him, as Edith extended her own hand toward Wren. There was a brief moment of hesitation, a flicker of regret in Wren’s eyes.

Goodbye, August.

He shook his head. Please. Don’t do this.

Her voice flooded through his mind one last time.

Remember your promise.

And then she slid her hand into Edith’s and the two of them vanished—not a trace left behind.
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MASIKA

Footsteps echoed around her—here and there and gone again.

She tried to pry her eyes open, but a heaviness kept them closed. Like she’d been submerged in liquid. Enveloped in a weighted blanket. Noises fluttered above her. Louder, then softer, then barely audible. An incoherent jumble losing meaning in her ears.

Time bled together. Days or weeks or years. She didn’t know.

And then came the voices. Some familiar. Some not.

Jesus Christ. What happened to her?

… we got to her as fast as we could.

—promise me! Promise me she’ll wake up!

She wanted to reach out. To tell them she was here. That she was still holding on.

But no sound came.

We’re doing what we can!

… I don’t understand. Why did you leave her behind?

We tried. It all came down too quickly.

An all-consuming warmth spread through her. A welcoming invitation to let go, to lean into the darkness and let the current sweep her away. Maybe this was it. No more fighting. No more running.

Surrender.

*

Somebody is holding my hand. It was the first thought that shot through her mind when she finally broke through the darkness and her eyelids fluttered open. Stone walls surrounded her, the flicker of candlelight. The warm scents of woodsmoke and balsam permeated the air, filling her lungs.

A voice cut through the silence. “You’re okay.”

The hand laced through hers gave an affirming squeeze. When she tilted her head and spotted the source of the voice, an overwhelming relief washed over her. It was like a weight had been lifted from her chest, a dizzying surge of joy that made her eyes instantly well up with tears.

It was Emilio. He sat next to her, shirtless, a white bandage wrapped around his torso.

“Emilio …” Her throat stung as his name left her lips. “Is it really you?”

He chuckled, reaching down to brush a curl away from her face. “It’s me.”

Masika had the urge to throw her arms around him, but it was evident that she hadn’t fully recovered. Her body felt stiff, raw in places.

Her eyes scanned the desolate room. There was nothing but the cot she was lying on and a small, tattered rug. A single lantern illuminated the room in a hazy glow, washing Emilio’s face in orange light.

“Where am I?”

“Somewhere safe.”

A knock on the door interrupted their conversation. Masika glanced up to find another familiar face smiling down at them.

“Welcome back.” Olivier leaned against the doorway, arms crossed. He watched her with a strange apprehension, as though he was afraid she might disintegrate in front of his eyes. “Thought we’d lost you there for a second.”

Masika mustered a feeble smile. “Not a chance.”

When she shifted onto her elbows, an unwelcome pain shot through her body. It seized her in a vicious wave, searing agony spreading through her limbs like wildfire.

Masika let out a ragged breath, gripping the sheets beneath her. “Why does everything hurt?”

“Our soul vow was severed, but … there were consequences. We no longer have the ability to heal ourselves magically.” Something in Emilio’s face twisted. A moment of hesitation. He let out a sigh. “Actually … there’s something you should probably see.”

He untucked a small handheld mirror from behind him.

“What is that?” she asked.

“Just look.”

When Masika glanced into the mirror, she flinched.

A large gash sliced down her face from her right eyebrow to her chin. Raw, pink skin mangled with scar tissue. The remnants of haphazard stitches that had sewn her face back together.

“Oh …” She traced the scar with her finger, wincing as she felt its rough edges. “I see.”

“It might heal over time.” Olivier stepped closer, his voice soft and cautious. “Fade a bit. But …”

“It’s not a guarantee,” she interjected, finishing his thought.

“I know the scar might take some getting used to,” Emilio whispered, gently prying the mirror from her hands, “but the rest of your body is actually healing fairly quickly. They said you might be able to start walking around in the next few days.”

Masika’s chest tightened. “They?”

“Russo and Birdie and—”

Olivier hesitated. He shot Emilio a wary glance.

Masika nodded in understanding. “… Catherine?”

“Yeah.”

“Then you know about her?”

Olivier shifted from one foot to the other. “We do.”

Masika nodded and shut her eyes. “Yeah, well. They left me there.”

“But they went back,” Emilio whispered softly. “And they saved you. Us.” He gestured to the bandage wrapped around his waist. “If they hadn’t found me when they did, I wouldn’t have made it. I’d be gone.”

“Where are they?” Masika asked. The thought of Catherine being so close was unnerving.

“With the others.”

“Others?”

“The resistance doesn’t end with the three of them.” Olivier stepped closer. He gravitated toward Emilio, placing a gentle hand against his back. “There are others. Dozens. And they have a plan to take down Silas and the Demien Order. A way of stopping them before they destroy the afterlife completely.”

“They want our help,” Emilio muttered. He inched closer. “They want us to join them.”

It sounded like the perfect plan. Burn the Demien Order to the ground and watch Silas crumble. But a part of her was just so tired. Tired of fighting. Of running.

Olivier sat down beside her. “There’s one more thing. We got word Irene finished the last trial … and chose to become an Ascended.”

Something deep within Masika’s soul fractured. An acute sense of betrayal.

She masked her feelings with a shrug. “I’m not surprised.”

“There’s still time to try to reason with her,” Emilio added warily. “If we can get to her, we can convince her to join us. It’s a stretch, but—” He placed his hand on Masika’s shoulder and gave her a halfhearted smile. “We can try.”

Silence engulfed the room. Masika knew this moment was pivotal. The moment that would not only determine their fate but seal it. There was no going back from this. No changing what had already been done. If they were going to fight, they’d fight until the very end.

“So what do you say?” Olivier looked from one to the other. “Ready to save the afterlife?”

“Do we have much of a choice?” Emilio sighed, leaning his back against the wall. Olivier gave him a playful nudge and his expression softened. “All right, all right. Yeah. Let’s save the afterlife or whatever.”

Their eyes landed on Masika, waiting for her response. Waiting for her decision.

But for her—the answer was easy.

“I’m in.”
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IRENE

Irene sank into the leather chair and threw her legs up onto the desk, her eyes trailing over the golden plaque.

IRENE MANETTE BAMFORD—ASCENDED

She had recently moved into her new room in the Ascended Quarters. Poor Liza had been right … it really was enchanted to appear larger on the inside. Upon walking in, Irene had been greeted with what appeared to be hundreds of floors stretching out endlessly above her. It was truly the most remarkable thing she had ever seen—a never-ending tower of knowledge and power hidden in plain sight.

Irene glanced at the mirror behind her and reflexively tensed. She still wasn’t accustomed to seeing a pair of glowing eyes looking back at her. They sparkled as she tilted her head from side to side, golden light dancing in her irises.

A knock on the door pulled her focus away from the mirror.

“Ms. Bamford.” It was Housemaster Wesley. He cracked the door open a fraction, peering at her with those beady yellow-green eyes. “Your first meeting with the rest of the Ascended begins shortly. They’ll be expecting you. We have to patch up some matters … begin our efforts to attempt to recover the missing students.”

The missing students. It was all the Housemasters and the other Ascended could talk about since the end of the Decennial.

Five students—Wren, August, Masika, Emilio and Olivier—had vanished without a trace. Their souls seemingly gone. Which meant that the Ether hadn’t been properly fed. Irene had already begun to hear reports of students coming across more obstacles than usual. Strange disruptions in the Ether, causing them to falter in their reaping duties. And according to Silas, it would only get worse with time. If they didn’t recover the missing students, if they didn’t feed their souls to the Ether, the afterlife itself would cease to exist.

Irene gave a sharp nod in response. “Right. I’ll be there in a second.”

Wesley nodded and hesitated slightly, hand fidgeting on the doorknob, before reluctantly closing the door.

Ultimately, her plan to become an Ascended had been rather simple. Once Irene had finished the last trial, locating her item—a bracelet she had owned when she was alive—she’d been transported back to Blackwood, where Headmaster Silas and the six Housemasters had greeted her with open arms.

They clapped for her. Cheered. As if her victory was something to celebrate.

Irene had plastered on that award-winning smile. She shook their hands and pretended to revel in her victory and made them all believe she was over the moon. Grateful. And maybe if she had been somebody else, anybody else, they wouldn’t have believed her. They would have seen through her ruse. If she had been kinder. Nicer. The type of person who would hesitate when faced with a decision like that.

But Irene Manette Bamford wasn’t known for being nice.

Now she stood up from the desk and gathered her things, stuffing her papers into her satchel and tossing it over her shoulder. Wesley was right. Her first meeting as an Ascended was about to begin.

And though Irene had every intention of going, there was one more thing she had to do.

She grabbed the locket dangling from her neck.

She whispered his name.

It was time to get to work.
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AUGUST

Years ago, centuries ago, August had made a promise. He had promised himself that even though he’d joined the Demien Order, even though he’d given up that part of himself, he wouldn’t let the darkness consume him. If he remained undercover, if he restrained himself from the enticing power of shadow magic, he’d be safe. He wouldn’t turn into what his sister had become.

He wouldn’t have to give up his humanity.

It had worked out to his benefit. His sister needed someone on the inside, someone who could stay within the confines of Blackwood until the time was right. If he had given up his humanity, someone would have noticed. They would have sensed the change inside him and sniffed him out. So Edith didn’t push the matter. She let August cling to his humanity for the sake of the Order.

But now August had made a new promise. One that outweighed everything.

Find me. Wherever you are, wherever we end up, don’t stop looking for me.

He would go to the ends of the afterlife, crawling on all fours, bloodied and bruised, if that was what it would take to bring Wren back. He would rip apart every last living soul, piece by piece, fragment by fragment, until there was nothing left but an empty abyss. He would carve out his humanity with his own two hands and let the darkness take him.

Whatever it took.

He would do it.

He would find her.

August called the shadows … and they answered.
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WREN

It turned out hell was eerily quiet.

Wren had always imagined she’d hear the souls of the lost screaming in agony, the tortured cries of the damned echoing against her skull for all of eternity. But there wasn’t any of that. There was only silence and the dripping of a faucet somewhere nearby, an incessant noise grating on her nerves.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

But the longer Wren stayed locked behind the iron bars, shivering in the damp and cold, the more she started to think that maybe Edith hadn’t dragged her to hell but somewhere else entirely.

Somewhere worse.

“I apologize for the state of your current accommodation.”

Edith’s voice sprang out from the darkness. She stood a few feet in front of the cell, leaning against a doorway. The monstrous version of her that Wren had seen in the Ether had vanished, replaced by something more human. Her eyes were still cold and impossibly black. Her features sharp and brutal. But there were no shadows enveloping her. No sharp teeth or wicked grin.

Just a girl cloaked in darkness.

“What do you want?”

“That’s a simple question with an exceedingly complicated answer.”

Wren staggered to her feet. Her entire body ached. Her head throbbed. She tried to regain her balance, hand clutching the iron bar next to her.

“Well, considering it’s highly unlikely you have any intention of letting me go, I’m sure you can spare the time.”

Edith laughed. Actually laughed. The sound light and airy. “Time isn’t an issue. It’s never been an issue. I’ve always had plenty of it. Too much, some would say.”

“Fine. I’ll simplify the question,” Wren huffed, gripping the bars of the cell. “What do you want from me?”

Edith’s lips curved into a smile. “Look. It’s a long and frightfully boring story that I’m sure you’ll learn all about later. But for now, all you need to know is that we’ve been planning to infiltrate Blackwood and destroy it. We’ve been planning for centuries, but it’s finally coming to an end. The restart. The clean slate. We needed our catalyst to be ready. The destroyer of Blackwood. The one destined to lead us into battle. And, according to the Soulless One’s prophecy, that catalyst of destruction is … you.”

Wren blinked, taken aback. “Me?”

Edith stalked toward the iron bars, the darkness parting for her. It struck Wren in that moment how similar Edith and August really were. At first, she’d thought perhaps Edith’s use of the word brother hadn’t been literal. A term used between members of the Order. But it was evident now that their relationship was one bound by blood.

The same naturally tanned skin. Dark hair. Sharp cheekbones. They were both deliriously beautiful—a palpable danger lurking beneath the surface.

Wren tried to ignore the way the mere thought of August sent a shiver down her spine. She’d always thought their relationship had been something destined by the stars.

But now she knew the truth.

It had all been carefully orchestrated by the hands of the Demien Order. And now she couldn’t help but wonder what parts of their relationship had been real and what parts had been nothing but an obligation.

“I’d like to show you something.”

Edith flicked her wrist and the cell door sprang open.

Wren pressed her back against the wall behind her. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

Edith’s grin stretched wider. “Come on. Be a good sport. You’re not shackled. And I’d prefer to keep it that way.”

Wren hesitated, hands trembling by her sides. She tried to summon a surge of corporeal magic, a sparkle of silver light, into her veins, but nothing came. She tried again and again, but there was only an empty, gaping hole in its place.

Shock rippled through her.

“What did you do?”

“You can have your magic back once I know I can trust you with it.”

“You—” Wren shook her head. It wasn’t possible. “How?”

“There’s so much you don’t know.” Edith sighed, motioning her forward. “What they taught you in those shiny halls is only a fraction of what you’re capable of.”

Wren walked cautiously out of the cell, keeping her distance.

“Are the others safe?”

Edith shrugged. “For now.”

“They’ll come looking for me.”

“That’s my hope.”

Wren stopped in front of Edith. She tried not to flinch underneath her gaze.

“You can’t keep me here forever. I know you think I’m the one who’s going to help you take Blackwood down—but you’re wrong. I hate Silas just as much as you do, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to destroy Blackwood and everybody in it.”

“Maybe not now.” Edith’s eyes raked over her face. Her lip twitched. “But you will.”

She turned away from Wren and pushed through the large arched door carved into the cobbled wall. Wren saw the glimmer of something on the other side—tall grass and mountains—and she caught the faint scent of earth. It propelled her forward, desperate to be free from the confines of this prison.

She stepped out into the cool night air.

They emerged onto a field, rolling hills surrounding them. The sky was a black nothingness, no stars or silver glow. Jagged snowcapped mountains cut through the horizon like a spinal cord, pointing into the heavens in menacing spikes. Wren had to imagine they were somewhere in the outskirts of purgatory, though she had no idea where. It couldn’t be the Ether. She’d feel different, drained.

“Where are we?”

Edith ignored her, motioning her forward. “Come on. There are a few people I want you to meet.”

As they crossed the field, something began to materialize in Wren’s vision. A hole carved into the base of a mountain. The flicker of light danced within the towering cave, the bustle of movement and voices. And the closer they got, the more Wren began to realize that it wasn’t just her imagination, but there really was something inside the cave.

An encampment.

Tents draped in black and gold. The warm scents of smoke and magic. The crackle of dozens of fire pits dug into the ground.

Flickering lights were strung together from one side of the cave to the other, lanterns swaying in the cold breeze. Crooked branches sprouted from the ground, dotting the rocky terrain with the carcasses of trees.

And the people. So many people. Dozens if not hundreds. Some chatted as they moved, exchanging hushed whispers. Others laughed and drank under the glow of firelight. A few people battled each other in what looked to be practice duels. Casting corporeal spells at one another. Dodging attacks. Others watched, cheering, hands raised in the air.

Wren came to a sudden halt.

“What is this place?”

Edith surveyed the land with a soft smile. Pride glistened behind her dark eyes.

“This … is the Demien Order.” The shadows running through Edith’s veins hummed with satisfaction, traveling up and down her body in feathered ribbons. She smiled, and a crown made entirely of swirling shadows appeared above her head. “And we’ve been waiting a long, long time for you, Wren Loughty.”
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