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To my mom, who taught me to dream as big as the stars.


To my dad, who taught me how to reach them.


And to James, my love, who read every word, dried every tear, and believed even when I did not.










“Which of these does death fear most?”
The murmurs in the lecture hall fade to an uncomfortable silence. Professor Reivax has a reputation for being strange and unorthodox, but to open his class with death…it feels wrong, especially when the rest of campus is abuzz with sunshine and cheery beginnings.
“Any takers?”
Nervous laughter trickles through the stillness of the dimly lit amphitheater. Most of the images on the projection screen are gruesome—blood-splattered knives, spears exiting several torsos, rotting skeletons stacked in a pile. Scattered between the horrors are a few photos that seem oddly out of place—a yellow Labrador, a portrait of an old woman, a scenic countryside.
“None of them,” boasts a brutish boy in the front row.
Professor Reivax drums his fingertips on the podium. “And you are?”
“John Lane.” Somehow his name alone elicits several fist bumps, like it’s some sort of accomplishment to have the most generic name imaginable.
“Care to defend your answer, Mr. Lane?”
John Lane reclines, crossing his hands behind his head. “Easy, death doesn’t fear anything.”
“I see,” Professor Reivax replies in a flat voice, smoothing a wrinkle in his orange pants.
John Lane’s chest deflates.
“Anyone else?”
Several students name various weapons; one shrugs and picks the dog.
“Waste of my time,” Professor Reivax mumbles to himself, leaving the students perplexed and waiting for an explanation. He’s resigned to moving on when a girl with bright green eyes raises her hand, a timid reach that barely rises above her shoulder.
“Yes, Ms….”
“Esther Merrybright,” she says quietly while twirling a curl of dark hair. “The necklace.”
“Leave it to the only girl in class to pick the jewelry.” John Lane snickers.
But Professor Reivax’s blue eyes are suddenly electric. “Where are you from, Ms. Merrybright?”
“Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania.”
“Curious,” he murmurs. “Tell me, what made you choose the necklace?”
Esther considers the question, surveying the necklace—an amber stone on a simple cord suspended around the neck of a serious-looking woman. She felt drawn to it the moment the image appeared, but like most things in her life that are peculiar and inexplicable she struggles to explain her decision. Studying the portrait, something obvious suddenly jumps out at her. “The outfit and the painting style are contradictory.”
A smile tugs at the corner of Professor Reivax’s face. “Go on.”
“Her dress would have been worn at least one hundred years before that style of painting became popular. It’s almost as if she’s outlived all her peers”—Esther’s voice drops to a whisper—“as if she beat death.” She clears her throat and steadies her shoulders. “And the artist highlighted the necklace.”
“The shadow,” says Professor Reivax, like the words carry tremendous weight. “The necklace has a name.”
“Spooky.” John Lane cackles. Another undeserved fist bump before John Lane’s face reddens and his hands fly to his throat. No sound escapes his gaping mouth as his skin flushes purple.
Esther looks to Professor Reivax, who is eerily calm, expectant almost. He catches her gaze and winks before clapping his hands at the exact moment John Lane lets out a phlegmy cough, air permeating his lungs once more. Goose bumps prickle along Esther’s shoulders. It was almost as if…but that would be impossible.
“Just a little exercise,” remarks Professor Reivax as he replaces the images with a syllabus. “No need to write any of that down.”
But Esther can’t help but jot down the name of the necklace. Nor can she get the image of the woman out of her head. A prickly feeling settles beneath her skin, and her heart quickens the longer she thinks about it. Try as she may, Esther Merrybright can’t shake the feeling that something’s coming.
She just doesn’t know how right she is.
She doesn’t know that this is going to change everything.




I dash across the parking lot in my tattered high-tops, cradling my gas station burrito like a newborn. Nothing says breakfast quite like a packaged lump baking beneath a lamp.
I slump on a bench riddled with gum, hanging my backpack from the handlebars of my bicycle—the straps look as if they might snap from the weight of textbooks crammed inside. I fish out a copy of Little Women, fully intent on savoring the morning. I like this time best. I always have. My mom used to say I was too early for even the worm.
Cars trickle in, and the smell of exhaust and gasoline swells in the crisp autumn air. The bells above the convenience door chime as sleepy-eyed workers march in and out with coffees in hand. Something skips past my foot—a plastic toy dog. I scoop it up, lifting my gaze to meet the gap-toothed smile of a little girl.
“Is this yours?”
She nods, pigtails flopping.
“Parker, no! Don’t touch!” A woman in a coordinated tracksuit with a fierce ponytail rips the girl away. The corners of her fuchsia lips curl into a snarl as she scurries back to her stroller posse congregated near the park entrance. A thin yellow line is all that separates the Gas ’N’ Stuff from the park. I know which side I belong on, and I bury my nose beneath the safety of Louisa May Alcott.
“That’s the daughter.” The woman whispers loudly enough for me to hear. “The one whose mother I was telling you about.”
The pack of moms collectively gasps and nods, swishing their highlighted hair.
“Who?” one of them asks, eyes pinned on her phone.
“Esther Merrybright.”
Hearing my mom’s name, my heart leaps into my throat.
“The woman with the decent haircut but tragic wardrobe? She was always fleeing in and out of town.”
“That’s the one. She burned the family house down. Can you imagine?”
I sink inch by inch into the bench.
“Then she disappeared. No one knows where,” another mom practically screams. “Left the girl with her sick grandmother.”
“Horrible.”
“Tragic.”
They all agree between sips of coffee, high with the rush of caffeine and gossip. A film of tears blurs my vision, and I clench my jaw to keep them from spilling out. Small-town problems. Everyone knows when a house goes up for sale before it’s even listed. So, everyone especially knows when your mom burns yours down.
But my mom isn’t tragic. She’s missing.
I turn away, slumping into my parka, wishing it would swallow me whole. I don’t care what those women say. I don’t. I just want to enjoy my breakfast without being reminded of the worst day of my life.
Taking a deep breath, I manage to blink away the tears. I won’t dare look back at them. Instead, I take a few mindless bites before my teeth sink into something dry and tasteless, and I spit the glob into my napkin. What in the world?
I put down my book and peel back the soggy tortilla to inspect the burrito. A sharp white corner pokes out from beneath the oozing cheese. I give it a gentle tug, pulling at a thick envelope. It’s standard size, pristine, not a speck of Tabasco to be seen. My mind can’t wrap itself around the perfectly smooth envelope clutched in my fingers. The impossibility of it being concealed in my burrito.
Even more impossible, it’s addressed to me. My name, looped in elegant cursive across the center.
My pulse quickens and I stiffen, afraid to move. Afraid to give those women even more to talk about. Afraid to see what’s inside.
I inhale slowly, catching the scent wafting up from the envelope. It smells like waffles, warm and sweet, drenched in syrup and butter, just like how my mom used to make them. The pads of my fingers tingle and my adrenaline spikes. Somehow—don’t ask me how—I can tell that this letter wants to be opened. Sugary sweet and inviting.
Anyone else might think this a joke, some elaborate scheme. But I know better. My mom may have left me, but not without a warning. “Run if the strange finds you.” And this letter reeks of the strange. I should know, because the strange stalked my mom. No matter how hard she tried, it always caught up to us.
I should throw it out. Rip it to pieces and light the garbage can on fire. Instead, I squash it in my backpack and grab my bike before I can think about it. My half-eaten burrito slips from my jittering hands, hitting the bench with a splat. So much for breakfast.
I pedal past the moms and their whispers and their high-tech strollers. I don’t stop until the unremarkably beige sign for Punxsutawney High pops into view.
Normally I slip through the day undetected, and I don’t mind because I’d rather melt into the background, lose myself in the crowd. Friends and concerned faces have long shied away from me. But not today.
The scent of waffles radiating from the letter in my backpack only seems to thicken, and by the time I elbow my way to my locker, I’ve stirred a chorus of rumors. Whispers of the elusive Breakfast for Lunch Day have begun to spread. I know I’ll be personally responsible for the letdown that will ensue in the cafeteria come lunch period.
Now I should really toss the letter. I don’t want to draw any more attention, and I can feel the strange seeping out, the very thing my mom told me to run from. But I can’t. Because I can’t help but wonder one thing…. Who sent it?




I’m in a foul mood the minute I open my eyes, but that’s how I start most days—on the wrong side of the bed. Immediately, I sense that something is off. Rubbing the crust from my eyes, I jerk out of bed. My normally green curtains have darkened to a somber shade of black. Yup, something’s definitely up.
It’s not unusual for the curtains to switch colors or patterns overnight—my uncle’s taste in home decor changes with the slightest breeze. I’ve woken to much stranger—the walls replaced entirely with glass, fish tanks fitted in the window frames, floors covered in bamboo reeds. Stoutmire Estate is Uncle Xavier’s masterpiece. It’s also my home—no, that’s a lie, because the word home implies family. I haven’t had a home since I was five. Not since the incident on Christmas Eve when my life went to shit and my parents deemed me a liability. Better to ship me here to live with my deranged uncle Xavier. Better for everyone but me.
The pink corner of my suspension form glares at me from my open messenger bag. I’ll need to forge my uncle’s signature at the bottom, but I have two full weeks to figure that out. This is more like a vacation anyway. All it took was a right hook to Corey Shamble’s glass chin. That kid had it coming—no one should be that chipper in the morning.
I yank a mostly clean shirt from my dresser and rummage around for slightly less clean socks, making a mental note to tell a staffer to do my laundry. Something grazes the back of my neck and I spin, heart pumping. A single black balloon floats near my nose, hovering like some creepy killer clown left it there. I squeeze it until it pops, releasing something shiny and polished—a small knife with a handle made of smooth white bone. A tag inscribed with a set of instructions dangles from the spine. For later. Hide me.
When I grip the handle, a trail of muddy footprints appears, a path I’m meant to follow. Shit. The pit in my stomach tightens.
I shove the knife beneath my mattress and add it to my growing list of concerns. I mentally bump hide knife above forge suspension forms. Hell of a Monday.
I need to get out of this room, but even the mood in the halls feels off. Staff bustles by in black blazers instead of their normal vibrant hues of magenta and emerald. Uncle likes to match the staff uniforms to the seasons and his ever-fickle moods. None of them will look at me, either. They all rush by clutching letters, with tears in their eyes. I can smell my uncle’s magic radiating from the envelopes—sweet, but decaying like a rotting tooth.
I push past the staff and look down into the foyer. My insufferable uncle Zolan—who insists we call him uncle even though he’s distantly related—and Lord Thorn, council head of the northern sector, are huddled by the door. What are they doing here?
But before I can question it, someone screams. Hysterics and tears follow. I dart down the winding staircase and dash across the marble to intercept Tulia, one of the senior staff.
“Tell me what’s going on.”
Tulia purses her lips like she’s lodged a lemon behind her teeth. “Can’t say, Lyric.”
“Why not?” My voice drops to a growl, but Tulia stands her ground.
“You’ll need to wait for your letter,” she answers, and whisks away.
Wait for my letter? No, I don’t think so. I’ve grown up here. Lived here because my parents were afraid of me hurting my siblings. I deserve to know what’s going on.
I storm the mansion halls, stomping my boots across polished wood and slick tiles like a giant smashing villages beneath my feet.
“Edwin!” I call, catching sight of my uncle’s head of staff in the solarium.
He turns, slowly, as if he’s afraid to see where the command came from. The golden buttons on his black blazer reflect the sun. “Lyric. We weren’t expecting you so soon.”
Heat creeps up the back of my neck, but I remind myself this is a vacation, not a suspension. “What’s all of this?”
I half expect him to repeat what Tulia said, that I need to wait for my letter. The staff is annoyingly loyal to my uncle, but Edwin takes a step closer, his sharp green eyes searching mine. “I’m afraid I have some rather unfortunate news.”
Add that to my list. “Which is?”
“Your uncle Xavier passed away last night. He was found in his bed this morning,” says Edwin. He doesn’t blink as sunlight filters in, momentarily making Edwin’s eyes look mottled and blue. He studies my expression, searching for a crack in my facade, perhaps even tears.
But it doesn’t happen. I don’t feel sad, I don’t feel anything at all.




“Are you still certain of my death?” I ask with calm resolve. I don’t fear death, only unpreparedness.
My cousin Cecilia nods. “As I’ve told you before, death is unavoidable,” she says coolly. A half-decayed bird squawks on her shoulder. She insists on keeping the most repulsive pets.
“So be it. What happens after matters more,” I say curtly, and excuse myself. I find the squawking bird to be poor company, and besides, I now have several letters to write.




“Nose up and out of that thing!”
I’m quick to snap shut the cover to Murder on the Orient Express, crushing my spirit between the pages and slugging myself back to reality.
Frank squeezes his burly frame behind the counter, huffing with disappointment. “Toto needs cleaning, and Earl got into it with a skunk again.” He tips his balding head toward the cages lining the back wall.
Before I can protest, he adjusts the manager pin on his shirt and offers an explanation. “Kara has a headache.”
Disappointment and fatigue well up inside of me—Tuesdays are my one reprieve where I work the front desk, peacefully answering the phone while doing my homework. I don’t ask for much.
Frank’s eyes narrow.
My bottom lip quakes and I want to protest that it’s unfair because it’s always something with Kara—a headache, a bruise, a twitch in her eyelash. Somehow, she gets paid more than me, but I end up doing double the work.
“Is that a problem?” Frank asks. His neck muscles bulge and his skin blotches an angry red.
The fight slips from my sails and my shoulders cave. “Not a problem.” I exhale. I need this after-school job.
I remind myself of that very fact while knee-deep in the mess Toto plastered to his cage. And then again when Earl relieves himself all over my work polo.
When I’m finally done, I slog back to my stool just as the bell chimes and sends the dogs into a barking frenzy. Caroline Walters saunters in on a breeze of fruity-scented perfume, her minions tight to her heels.
“Mullory!” Frank calls expectantly from his desk, urging me to greet the customers.
And I have to dig deep. Like really deep, smoothing my pee-soaked polo and adjusting the plastic cat ears I’m forced to wear on my head.
“Welcome to Pretty Paws and Fancy Claws, I hope you’re having a pawtastic day.”
Frank lets out a satisfied grunt, while I refrain from crawling beneath the counter.
Caroline smiles a wide, brilliantly white flash while flipping her blond curls off her shoulder. “Do you have what we agreed upon?” Her bangles clack against the laminate countertop.
I nod, sliding over a stack of Algebra II worksheets.
“All better than a seventy-five but less than a ninety?”
I nod again and the cat ears slip down my forehead.
Another Caroline Walters smile, and she snaps her fingers, which prompts the other girls to hurl wads of cash at me. “This is working out great, Mallory. So helpful that you’re, like, president of the math league,” she says, and leans across the counter to bop my nose like I’m an adorable plush toy.
Any remaining wisp of self-esteem evaporates as they filter out. I can’t stop the wave of loneliness that crashes against me. It’s not that I want to be friends with them, not in the slightest, but sometimes…sometimes it’s tiring to stand alone. I don’t correct Caroline—not that she cares—about my name or that I’m no longer captain of the math league. The team thought it best if I stepped aside after what my mom did.
“Mullory!” Frank screams, and I cringe, bracing myself as I shuffle to the storage room.
“Do you think you’re funny?” he fumes, leaning over a bag of Purina ONE Chicken and Rice.
“Not particularly.” I stare right through my dirty shoes.
Frank scratches the side of his head. “How’d you do it? This bag was sealed.”
Oh no. Please no.
“Sending yourself letters? Is that some sort of joke?” He nudges the bag with his boot. I peek over the edge and sure enough, stacked on a mound of kibbles is another letter addressed to me. I barely inhale, but I can smell it. Sickeningly sweet like butterscotch and toasted marshmallow, tempting me to open it.
My throat goes dry, and my windpipe narrows as Frank waits for an explanation that I can’t possibly give.
“Run if the strange finds you.”
“Just go home, Mullory.”
I scoop up the letter, stuff it in my JanSport, and rush outside to unlock my bike. It’s a seventeen-minute ride home if I hustle. I follow a line of railroad tracks weathered with age and strangled with weeds, zooming past porches cramped with couches and plastic chairs. Jack-o’-lanterns litter yards and steps.
I try to keep calm, but the letters in my backpack might as well be ticking bombs. I don’t know why I’m carrying them around with me, because I’m going to throw them out. I’m not going to open them. I’m not.
I may be mad—even furious with my mom for leaving—but I still can’t ignore her warning. It feels more and more like a promise. Or a test. Like if I can avoid the strange then maybe my mom will come back.
My quads burn as I hoist my bike up the five grueling flights to our apartment. The door sticks and I have to body slam it open.
“Gran,” I pant. “Gran?”
“In here,” she answers from the living room as I stumble into the kitchen. The refrigerator door creaks, and as soon as I pry it open—I swallow a scream.
Five black balloons unfurl from the fridge, rising to the ceiling like ghosts.
I swat at the tangle of strings grazing my hair, my heart pounding in my chest. I know Gran didn’t put them there. No, this is something different.
A flash of white catches my eye, tucked between an old carton of eggs and some mysterious cheese. Another letter. I yank at it because it’s partially frozen and stuck. This one smells like home, citrus and orange blossom. Like my mom.
I kick the door shut, causing the take-out menus to flutter beneath alphabet magnets. My heart races when I realize they’ve been rearranged into a sentence: Open the letter.
Please no. Without my mom I don’t know how to get the strange to stop. Instead, I avoid it—stuffing the balloons into a closet and shoving the letter into my backpack. Tomorrow’s problem.
I lace my trembling fingers together, steadying my breath and forcing a smile as I enter the living room. The coffee table is littered with hospital bills and countless orange pill bottles. Gran is tucked on the couch beneath a mound of blankets.
She raises a skeletal hand as a cough builds in her cancer-riddled lungs. Gran forces out a sentence with a gasp and a raspy, wet rattle. “You. Better. Have. Been. Studying. Not. At. That. Awful. Job.”
I shake my head, knowing I can’t lie straight to her face. I don’t have the heart to tell her that my mom hasn’t sent a check in months, or that my awful job is paying our rent. Or worse, that I’ve been forced to do the unthinkable—answer math problems wrong on purpose.
Gran catches her breath, swallowing hard. “Good. I won’t have you stuck in the same place as me. This isn’t your future, Mullory.”
I kiss the tufts of white framing her temples. “I know. Good night.” I love Gran. But this is a lot. I didn’t ask for…I’m only sixteen.
I grab a box of saltines and stumble into my bedroom. A wiry spring pokes my rib cage as I flop onto my bed and hoist up my backpack. I fish out my journal, careful not to touch the letters.
I flip to a cornered page that contains a list of every telephone number my mom has ever called from. Dubai. Alaska. Montana. Russia. She was always chasing something, and something was always chasing her. The strange found ways to seep through the cracks when Mom stuck around for too long, and the older I got, the less time we had. When I was little, she’d stay for months at a time, but the months became weeks that dwindled into days before something creeped in. Cryptic messages bleeding through our wallpaper or etched into bathroom mirrors. Mysterious fires nearby. Whispers in our walls, calling my mom’s name. I didn’t care. I closed my eyes to the strange because I just wanted her nearby. Sometimes I worry that some of the strange got into me….
Without thinking, I trace my fingers over the face of my mom’s watch. I won’t dare take it off, even though it’s broken. The linked band is tarnished from the soot and flames, but the face remains spotless. Impenetrable. The hands frozen, just like me, stuck waiting for her to return.
But this time is different. My mom’s abrupt exit feels final. Burning the house down really sent a message.
When my eyes start to droop, I shrug off my jacket and peek at the letters, trying not to inhale. Each scent is alluring and decadent.
But I can’t open them.
The weight of them feels wrong and my skin prickles with gooseflesh every time I touch them. Something isn’t quite right. They feel strange in my hands, like the type of strange my mom told me to run from. The problem is, I’m not sure if I’m fast enough.




Three more letters arrive in quick succession almost as if the person sending them is getting frustrated. They hum in my backpack as I peddle home in rain that freezes to sleet, turning the roads and sidewalks into a deadly skating rink.
My teeth chatter as I trudge up the apartment steps, daydreaming about a hot shower, when an unfamiliar voice carries from the other side of our apartment door.
“Mullory,” a warm voice chirps when I trudge inside. A middle-aged man in unremarkable trousers and a knit sweater hovers on the edge of the sofa, clipboard in hand.
I don’t like the look of him. Or his clipboard.
“Who are you?” My voice is a hoarse whisper.
For some reason this causes the man to laugh. “I’m Elliot. It’s nice to meet you, Mullory. I work for the state. I was just chatting with your grandmother—”
“About what?” I interrupt, and take a protective step near Gran, my heart threatening to explode from my throat.
Elliot studies me; his eyes are an icy blue and there’s something sad about them. I squirm to avoid his gaze, because even though he’s sitting, he still manages to look down at me.
“Mullory,” Elliot says cautiously. “We haven’t been able to locate your mother.”
“She’s out there,” I blurt as my vision clouds. Panic fuels my fears. Flames lick the charred embers of our house. Sirens wail in the background and I can feel myself swaying. Back to the day my mother left. “I’m sorry Mullory…you don’t understand…Run if the strange finds you.”
“Mullory. Mullory.” Gran’s hand gives mine a squeeze, warm and familiar, and I’m back in our apartment.
“The state is concerned with your home situation,” Elliot says delicately, as if my home situation is something breakable.
I swallow back tears. “My home situation is fine,” I lie. I won’t dare admit the truth, because I won’t risk being taken from Gran. She’s all I have left.
“There is something that I think can help you. Something that would replace the need for me to visit at all,” Elliot says with a wink.
This catches my attention. “What?”
Elliot waves his hand and produces an envelope.
My lungs freeze, refusing to contract for another breath. An envelope like all the others, addressed to me. It smells like something floral, like the type of detergent my mom used to use.
I shake my head, shrinking into the couch.
“Don’t be silly,” Elliot jokes, and tosses the envelope onto my lap. “Open it.”
I don’t dare open my mouth, the scent of my mom is already too heavy, and I squeeze my eyes shut. “Run if the strange finds you.”
“Mullory, it’s just a letter,” Elliot adds, very much confused.
He’s right and he works for the state, which doesn’t give me much of a choice. I have to open it. A twitch of relief parts the way for a truth I’m not ready to face—I want to open the letters in the very worst way. Like jumping off a cliff into unknown water. Something thrills inside of me.
Elliot is patient as I break the wax seal and unfold a thick sheet of textured paper, covered in pearlescent font that shimmers beneath our fluorescent lighting. Nothing shimmers in our apartment except the foil packets of microwave dinners.
Dear Miss Mullory Everly Prudence,


Thank you for taking the time to finally open your letter, although seven feels like an excessive waste.


Something sinister slinks across my skin, crystalizing with pure panic. I’ve let the strange in. I look to Elliot, but he gives me another encouraging wink. “Keep going,” he cheers.
Congratulations! On behalf of Xavier Martin Roman Stoutmire, you have been identified as a potential beneficiary of his last will and testament and are hereby summoned to his Hamptons Estate.


I peel my eyes from the letter. “Is this some sort of joke?”
“Certainly not.” Elliot flashes a smile. “Mr. Stoutmire was quite wealthy,” he adds encouragingly, like I can be easily bought. Truth is, I can. I keep reading.
The inheritance of the estate belonging to Mr. Xavier Martin Roman Stoutmire will be granted through a game of Mystery Royale. Familial candidates from the Stoutmire line, as well as two selected from a random pool, have been invited to participate. The game will begin this Friday, October 22. Dinner will be served at six, during which the mystery will be revealed. All participants are expected to be in attendance, or their spots will be considered forfeited.


“A game?”
“An opportunity,” Elliot assures me. “You are so very fortunate to have been selected. Mr. Stoutmire was a firm supporter in charitable cases.”
“But why me?”
“Why not you? Mullory, you deserve a chance. If you were to win, you’d be able to move yourself and your gran into a suitable home. You’d be able to afford a full-time caretaker,” Elliot says quickly, painting a future where all my problems have evaporated.
I pop his bubble with a quick stab. “I don’t have any way of getting to the Hamptons by Friday.”
Elliot rustles in his briefcase. “The Stoutmire Foundation already took care of those details.” He thrusts a glossy travel itinerary into my hands.
What about Gran? I can’t leave her, as weak as she is. The doctors like to tell me to keep her company, then pat my hand and offer me butterscotch candies, as if that will help. I take the candies, but I’m never happy about it.
“I can’t leave Gran.”
“I’ll be fine,” she wheezes.
“Already taken care of,” Elliot answers, and tugs out a pamphlet plastered with a picture of a smiling elderly woman. “She will have around-the-clock care from the very best providers.”
I pause, mouth gaping open while my mind spins. As if on cue, the five black balloons that appeared in the fridge wrestle their way out of the coat closet I stuffed them into. No pin could pop them and when I tried to release them out the window, they returned—sliding through the mail slot and refilling with air.
Elliot smiles at the balloons as if this is all perfectly normal. Gran is tense but silent, accustomed to the strange. The first balloon pops, and the burst is like a gunshot straight to my heart. I shriek amid an explosion of black and gold glitter.
“Marvelous,” Elliot exclaims as the glitter swirls and arranges into words that momentarily hang midair before falling.
Nine days

The next balloon pops, releasing another glitter bomb and a new message.
Five parties
Pop goes the next.
One mystery
Pop.
Death will be my grandest party yet!
Pop.
Kind regards from the grave, Xavier Stoutmire
A clump of glitter lands on the bridge of my nose and I swat it away, willing my breath to steady. I look to Elliot, but he’s smiling like we’re at a grand soiree and not in my living room, which smells uncharacteristically like frosted cupcakes and sparkling cider.
Finally, words come to me. “I can’t miss a week of school,” I say. That’s where I draw the line.
“Mullory,” Elliot says with singsong glee. “The foundation already cleared this with your school. In fact, the entire experience is being labeled as an opportunity, a résumé builder.”
Fighting words. I exhale, thoroughly defeated. I’m out of excuses and Elliot can sense it.
“Very good,” he says while rising. “I think you’re going to enjoy Stoutmire Estate; I’ve heard it’s simply breathtaking.” Elliot smiles, warm and assuring. “Don’t be nervous, Mullory. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. And besides, what do you have to lose?”
I read the letter again with unbelieving eyes. Another block of script that wasn’t there a minute ago twinkles at the bottom of the page.
Candidates (Familial)


Miss Ellison Louisa Stoutmire: great−niece, age 17


Mr. Whitaker Lee Stoutmire: great−nephew, age 17


Mr. Lyric Edison Stoutmire: great−nephew, age 16


Miss Quinby Lenora Markshire: great−niece, age 13


Mr. Martin Francis Markshire: great−nephew, age 12


Candidates (Nonfamilial)


Mr. Mateo Phillipe Maldonado: Age 16


Miss Mullory Everly Prudence: Age 16


Pay attention. Every detail counts.


And that’s it. Some cryptic advice below my name, which has been inked on the sheet before I’ve even agreed to go. Now I’ve really taken this too far. I’m not going. I shouldn’t. I can’t.
The scent of my mom’s detergent curling up from the parchment finally dislodges a few tears. I crumple the letter into a ball and light a match to it. But nothing happens. Turns out, the strange won’t burn.




Magic has a distinct sheen—like light refracting through a flawless diamond. It has a feel and a shape. And a smell. Always a smell. Because magic is a thing, more than a thing really. It’s practically alive.
I run my nails over the letter—I can feel the bits of enchantment my great-uncle Xavier wove into the parchment—and it grates across my skin like a dozen needles. I yank my hand away, repulsed by the feel of it.
The scent of espresso beans and the unmistakable new car smell waft gently upward. It’s one of three letters sent to my family’s brownstone in Chicago.
Three pieces of paper.
That’s all it took to completely unravel my family.
My twin brother, Whitaker, received a letter that smelled of beeswax and the ocean. Clean and dependable.
My younger brother, Lyric, his letter smelled like cinnamon and fire. I don’t know why a letter was sent here on his behalf, more of a formality I assume. Lyric hasn’t lived here since he was five. Not since the accident—the first, but not the last of this family’s secrets. My mother had his room cleared out before I even got to say goodbye, the stain on the family easily removed. Two children in a prestigious magical family like ours, now that makes for proper appearances.
All three letters say the same unthinkable thing—that my great-uncle Xavier’s inheritance will be decided in a game of Mystery Royale.
A freaking game.
As if that isn’t enough, the letter states the game will be open to two members outside of the family. Unbelievable.
“He can’t do this!” my father roars from the foyer, his anger setting every fireplace in our home ablaze. He waves Lyric’s letter between his sausage fingers.
“He already has, Lawrence,” my mother responds while directing staff with luggage. I can’t stand to look at her, but I can’t let her know why.
“After all we’ve done for him!” The fires rise, flames licking the grates. “Visiting him and attending his parties. Party after party.” My father spins in a lazy circle, mocking my late uncle. I’ve been watching him rant for the past hour, concealed in the nook of the stairs, silently hoping he’ll refuse the invitation.
Whitaker is the one to take charge, flying down the hall to calm my father. Typical Whitaker. He’s my older brother by two minutes. Two minutes is all it took to determine our fates, casting him as the firstborn.
Firstborns are like the messiahs of magical families because of their guaranteed connection to parental magic. I can already tell my father’s magic has taken a liking to him. It’s small things, really. I doubt Whitaker even notices when the flames of candles bend toward him or when raindrops sizzle against his skin. He won’t fully be able to harness it until he turns eighteen, but these small bursts happen from time to time.
My fingers glide over a notch in the banister, a blemish in an otherwise pristine estate. I remember the moment it happened; we were little, and our mother refused to let us out in the snow. It was too cold, too messy. God forbid we had any fun. For me it didn’t matter. I agreed with her—the snow was messy, but I couldn’t stand the look on my brothers’ faces.
“I have something better,” I told them as I dragged my mattress to the landing. Lyric and Whitaker shrieked with laughter as I pushed them down and then hauled it back up again. All while my mother sipped her morning martini.
“Again,” Lyric squealed as his boot caught the stair railing.
“One more time,” I said, but that was a lie. I’d kept pushing until my fingers throbbed.
“Bastard!” my father shouts, snapping me back to the present. “Xavier knew how much this meant to our family. Three children! He knows what happens to a family of five in a magical line. One child is left with nothing!” His anger causes the bottom of the drapes to ignite. Amelia, our head maid, quickly scurries over with a water pitcher meant for the plants.
“We all know what happens. There’s no use fussing over it now,” my mother snaps. “And those were my favorite curtains.”
“Hideous things. I think I’ve done the house a favor,” my father retorts. And I agree, my mother’s taste is criminal. So is she, but that’s a different story entirely.
A knock at the door disrupts my parents’ squabble. Amelia—who’s busy trying to prevent the house from burning down—is expected to answer the door while my parents watch. She stomps on the cinders of the scorched drapes while Whitaker hurries to bring more water. He always feels the obnoxious need to intervene and help others. I only allow it because he’s my brother.
“Lord Thorn, come in.” Amelia gives a shaky curtsy. The breath in my throat catches, thickening into a web that gags me.
“Lord Thorn!” My mother tries to rush over, but my father quickly intercepts her and nudges her into the shadows.
“Lawrence,” says Lord Thorn. He’s tall and spindly; a ribbon of red hair cuts through the rest, which is dark and oiled back. A permanent furrow line rests between his eyebrows. The blood in my veins freezes. He’s the council head for the northern sector—one of four—but he holds the most sway. I think because his magic is positively terrifying. He answers only to the Magnus, who heads the entire council.
I feel physically ill just from being so close to him.
“Lawrence, did you know Xavier was planning this?” Lord Thorn waves a letter in my father’s face.
My father mumbles something incoherent and his cheeks visibly heat up. It’s my mother who responds from the corner; she’s always so eager to please the council, but the council sees my mother’s magic as a sort of party trick, a hobby fit for a housewife. They’ve never taken her seriously. They’re much more interested in my father’s fire magic, but I know who’s the more deadly of the two. Whose magic leaves bigger scars, even if you can’t see them.
“You know how Xavier was, always one to put on a show. But it doesn’t change a thing,” says my mother without missing a beat. She’s always poised. Sickeningly so.
“Imagine my surprise,” Lord Thorn says slowly. “I was at Stoutmire Estate to discuss an unresolved matter with Xavier.” He glares at my mother, who audibly gulps.
What unresolved matter? Whatever it is, I enjoy watching my mother squirm.
“Only to find that he was dead. Letters sent to all his staff with instructions for some preposterous game. A grand mystery to be revealed at dinner tomorrow.”
“Does that mean you’ll—”
Lord Thorn takes a threatening step forward before my mother can finish her question. “I’ll be there. Xavier has been a pain in the council’s side for years. With an inheritance of this size, I will serve as council oversight during the game. Blade will accompany me; as my only son he must be informed of council affairs.”
Any wisp of life left in my frozen body evaporates. Blade Thorn. The most repugnant, entitled little brat. A rotten apple that fell directly beneath the poisoned tree that spawned it. Blade is partly to blame for the incident with Lyric. As if I wasn’t already dreading this trip enough.
My mother clutches the pearls around her neck, swallowing hard. “Of course.”
Lord Thorn glances between her and my father. “I thought his magic was to be willed to Lyric. Or did Xavier forget that you have a third child?” His tone is accusatory, like my brother is some unwanted mistake. As if my parents don’t know that after Whitaker inherits my father’s magic and I my mother’s that Lyric will be left with nothing.
“That was always the plan,” my father whimpers.
My mother is steadier. “The plan hasn’t changed.” She holds Lord Thorn’s gaze and something unspoken passes between them.
“It is imperative that this magic is kept in your family. That this proceeds as originally planned. Or”—Lord Thorn pauses as Amelia gasps, her legs are compelled forward, and her arms open the door against her will—“I’ll be forced to intervene.” His words pierce the air like a threat, lingering even after he leaves.
That settles that. We’re headed to Long Island, to Stoutmire Estate.




I smell it first—the cloyingly sweet scent of my mother’s dream magic that reeks of roses and despair. Fear rises to the surface, followed swiftly by outrage. My family is here on the estate.
I won’t dare greet them. No shot in hell. This isn’t a happy reunion.
I haven’t seen my mother in months. At first, she sent cards, nothing sentimental, just her name and a check. Like I needed the money. Uncle could literally grow it in the garden. My father would pop in from time to time, but always hurried, always on the way to somewhere else, like I was a pit stop he needed to make to clear his conscience. “It’s for the best, Lyric. We want you to have magic and Uncle Xavier is the only one standing in your way.” Gee, thanks for the advice, Dad. I’ll just get on the good side of deranged Uncle Xavier who hates everyone. No problem.
I refused to read my uncle’s letter because I refused to believe that he would choose to utterly screw me like this, and now a pile of them have sprung up from the floorboards like weeds. I spear each one with the knife and then tear them to pieces, a mass of snowy confetti piles on the tops of my boots.
I couldn’t care less that he died, really; he was ancient and as wicked as the devil.
But I was supposed to be the heir, that was the agreement. I dig my fingers into the latest letter, slicing so swiftly I draw blood. The magic is mine.




We arrived at Uncle Xavier’s estate late last night, tired and jet-lagged and itching to separate from one another. Our idea of family time is usually spent through email.
The suite on the second floor had been prepared for me, like always, but the normally tasteful coverlet was replaced with a thick black atrocity, as if the house wanted to remind me that Uncle was dead.
Apparently, his taste in decor died with him.
I lay in bed for hours. Every creak or whip of the wind startled me; I was fearful my uncle’s ghost was lingering. Haunting seemed like a thing he might enjoy, deranged as he was.
I’m antsy with thoughts of the game as I hurry down the stairs and into the foyer, where Whitaker is waiting for me. His normally neatly combed hair is ruffled, the skin beneath his eyes puffy and gray.
“Did you even sleep?”
Whitaker gives me a once-over. “Did you?”
“Does anyone in this family sleep?”
Whitaker ignores my question as his eyes dart around the room, searching. He unfastens the top button of his oxford shirt despite the cold. When the front door creaks open, he jumps, but it’s just our younger, genius cousins on the Markshire side of the family. Their warm skin is bronzed from a week of yachting in the Maldives. It’s a stark contrast to our blond hair and lighter features. Martin hugs a laptop tightly to his chest. Quinby is poised, with her tortoiseshell glasses and cardigan. Thirteen going on sixty-seven.
“Quinby and Martin are here,” Whitaker gushes with relief, giving them each a hug.
“I can see that.” I don’t budge; I’d prefer to skip all pleasantries.
“I heard you’re set to start Stanford in the fall,” Whitaker says, giving Quinby a nudge.
“Your thirteen-year-old cousin is going to attend college before any of you!” my mother’s voice taunts me. In a family like ours, competition is key.
“I’m going to major in biomedical engineering.” Of course she is.
“And, Martin, I heard you were a state finalist for…” Whitaker scratches his head.
“Winner, actually,” Martin pipes up. “I developed the code that satisfied the prompt in less than two days.” He’s way too eager for the morning. It’s offensive.
“Amazing,” Whitaker says with genuine enthusiasm.
“We couldn’t believe our letters—” says Quinby.
“We were so surprised,” Martin interjects, his eyes wide. “Because there are three of you and when you turn eighteen…” He struggles to find a polite way to state the obvious. “There just isn’t enough magic for you two and Lyric.”
“Excellent math skills, Martin, I can really see how you won that competition,” I snap.
This finally shuts them up and they scuttle away. Normally, Whitaker would scold me, but he’s too preoccupied, pacing the foyer and rubbing the back of his neck. I know without having to ask that he’s nervous about seeing Lyric.
The last time we both came to visit, it ended in chaos.
“Don’t bother coming back. Get your charity fix somewhere else,” Lyric had taunted. He seemed angrier each time we returned, bitter and burnt along the edges. But I knew it was an empty threat, I could tell he wanted Whitaker to stay. To fight for him. But neither of my brothers could see what was right in front of them because they were too busy butting heads to notice. I seemed to be the only thread holding them together.
“Fine,” Whitaker had yelled as the flowers in the hall started to smolder, a snap of magic sparking in him even if he wasn’t old enough to wield it.
Lyric eyed the fire—the magic he would never have—and walked away.
My breath quickens from the memory, and heat blossoms across my chest. This is when my therapist would tell me that I’m letting my anxiety take control, instead of taking control of it. Well, I’m sorry but have you met my family? Anxiety is all we know.
This week should be a freaking blast.




I’ve worn a path through the forest-green rug in our apartment—a perfect track circles the coffee table. I’m dizzy by my next go-around, but I can’t stop. I tap my mom’s watch—a reminder that I’m ignoring her warning. The very last thing she left me.
But that’s just the thing—she left. She left me and Gran both.
I should run. But I don’t. I can’t say goodbye to Gran either, I’ve never been good at them. Instead, I slip out of the apartment in a hurry, afraid that if I slow down I’ll come to my senses.
“No bags, Miss Prudence?” the driver asks, hands ready to slam the dark sedan trunk, while snuffing out his cigarette with his polished loafer.
“Just this,” I mumble, pulling at my backpack straps. “I packed light.” I won’t stay long. I’ve got the weekend to decide if this whole thing is a scam. I ignore the queasy pang in my stomach and climb in.
The ride is forty-five minutes of dead silence as we dip off the highway and twist around bumpy side roads. We stop at a private airport—a stretch of runway nestled in the woods used only by oil and gas tycoons.
The driver points to a plane: It looks like a toy with gleaming metallic parts and a sleek gold stripe with STOUTMIRE FOUNDATION stenciled in black below.
“Welcome refreshment, Miss Prudence?” A woman in a gold-and-white pinstripe suit is perched before the plane’s stairs. She’s chipper and blond, and her sparkling smile matches the fizzing, fuchsia-colored beverages she’s balancing on a tray.
“No, thank you,” I utter, before trudging up the stairs. Dark green panels trimmed in gold line the plane’s interior. It smells like an expensive shoe store.
“Short flight, just an hour and a half.” The attendant winks. I can’t dislodge my teeth to answer, afraid I might shatter my molars in the process. The attendant flits by in stilettos, carting tiny sandwiches and macarons like she’s at a casino and not in a metal coffin hurtling thousands of feet in the air. I spend the entire flight gripping the armrests, sweating profusely, and politely declining services from both a masseuse and a violinist.
“Starting our descent. You can see Manhattan below.”
Even from miles in the air, it looks astoundingly large and alive. A million little specks and squares crammed and stacked on top of one another. It reminds me of an anthill. The scenery changes swiftly from the city lights to serene countryside. Greener and greener until we land.
“No bags,” I say before the chauffeur waiting on the tarmac can even ask. My legs are still wobbling from the plane and I’m sure I’m a ghostly shade of sick, but I manage to slump inside the Escalade. Another plush seat. More buttons. Complimentary water and snacks—the good kind, in expensive foil packaging, loaded with chocolate drizzle and toffee crunch.
The first thing I notice about the Hamptons is the quiet. The roofs and chimneys of large sprawling mansions peek above trees and well-manicured lawns. Hiding. Silent. I imagine it’s the kind of place where posture matters and people have their dogs’ teeth brushed. The streets are clean, the signs spotless.
“Have you ever been to the Stoutmire Estate?” I ask the driver, fishing for any information that isn’t readily available on Google. All I could find were blurry photos of an eccentric billionaire along with whispers of his infamous parties. The whole thing felt very Great Gatsby.
“Only to the driveway,” he replies in a monotone voice.
The driveway ends up being longer than my street, twisting and corkscrewing between looming hedges and eventually funneling into a lawn that spans the length of a football field. It’s the end of October and most things have browned and shed with the season, but this lawn sparkles, every blade of lush, green grass cut with precision. And the house. The house.
It’s a massive monument covered in light shingles, arched white windows, and surrounded by a spiraling porch with impressive columns. It reminds me of a museum. I promptly close my mouth, which is gaping open like a trout.
Act like you belong, Gran pipes in my head.
“Mullory!” A man in a crisp white sport coat and impeccable black slacks waves me forward. There’s something familiar about him….
“So very glad you could make it.” He beams. His eyes are an electric shade of green…but that’s not right.
“Elliot?” I question as my brain finally places his face. He’s the frumpy social worker who delivered my letter. Only he doesn’t look nearly as frumpy, and his eyes threw me…I could have sworn they were blue.
“Oh right, about that. Terribly sorry. My name is actually Edwin,” he says, and points to a polished tag pinned to his chest. “I’m head of staff at Stoutmire Estate. I do feel awful about lying, but it was imperative that we got you here. You weren’t the only one to receive a letter,” he says cryptically. “We all have our duties, and the most important thing is that you’re here.”
“You lied to me?”
“Only to help encourage you to come,” Edwin says, and places a hand over his heart. “I really am happy you’re here, Mullory. Positively delighted. And perhaps this can serve as a lesson, one bit of advice while on the estate.”
He seems genuine and kind, and I hear the car that drove me rumble away in the distance. No turning back now. “What lesson is that?”
“Don’t believe everything you see.” He pauses as if letting his words sink in. “All right, come. Let’s get you inside.”
I follow Edwin—not Elliot—up the porch stairs.
“You’re right on schedule, just in time for dinner.” Edwin’s voice echoes in the expansive entryway, and I have to strain my neck to follow the curved mahogany banisters of a staircase that corkscrews at an odd tilt toward the vaulted ceilings, leaving me dizzy. Opulent layers of molding and dark velvet panels flank artwork that shimmers in gilded frames. Rich and excessive and expected. But the piece sprouting up from the floor is not.
The soles of my threadbare sneakers squeak against the marble floor as I take a few timid steps, drawn to the strange and grotesque monstrosity planted in the center of the foyer. A giant skeletal spine like the kind you’d find at a chiropractic office, only ten times as large, twists upward from a plot of black soil. Polished bones spout off the stacked vertebrae like a mismatched multiarmed skeleton. Smaller bits that look like knuckles allow some of the bones to flex and sway like a willow tree.
Odd. Eerily beautiful. And strange. Oh, so strange.
I take another step and notice names engraved on the bones. Fine tendrils of smoke rise from the surface of one engraved with the name Lawrence Stoutmire before it erupts into flames.
“It’s on fire!” I yell to Edwin. My knees wobble and I can’t help but think of the fire that consumed my home.
But Edwin doesn’t seem fazed. “Yes. It tends to do that when the family comes to visit. Lawrence and his fire,” he says, like that explains anything.
“But…what is it?”
Edwin winks at me, tugging me past the gnarled bones. “It’s the Stoutmire family tree.”
I don’t get the chance to ask questions, hurrying to follow Edwin down a candlelit hallway before passing through a curved archway that leads into a room painted deep black. The longest dining table I’ve ever seen—with legs carved like the calves of a beast and capped with claws that dig into a dark red rug—is set with delicate plates, napkins in jewel-crusted rings, and anchored beneath a terrifying chandelier molded from several animal skulls. Guests are seated at the table and every single one hooks their eyes into me, piercing through my skin. I want to stuff myself into my backpack.
Edwin guides me forward; my shoulders slump and my ankle turns as I wobble to an empty seat. My name is delicately scripted on a burgundy placard with the same font as my letters. It smells like mint chocolate chip ice cream.
Miss Mullory Everly Prudence


Mystery Royale Participant






I don’t mind that the chair to my left is empty; my vintage Chanel needs the space. I do mind the tiny cushion fibers bristling across my back like flies. I straighten my spine and lean forward, careful not to let my elbows graze the table.
“Posture, Ellison.” My mother’s voice grates against the insides of my skull. “Your brother can afford to slouch, but not you.”
I can’t help but twist the napkin in my lap.
Worrying.
Watching.
Waiting for someone to acknowledge Lyric’s empty seat.
It certainly isn’t a good look for the family, especially right before the Mystery Royale is set to begin. Leave it to Great-Uncle Xavier to be showy even in death and to be extra with the handling of his magical inheritance. And leave it to Lyric to be irksome even when he isn’t present. Younger brothers are persistently bothersome, like split ends and clogged pores.
Whitaker bumps my elbow and swipes a glass of merlot from our grandpa Salvatore, who doesn’t seem to care. In this family, Whitaker can do whatever he wants. He gives me an empty smile. He’s been as pale as a ghost since that Mullory girl bumbled inside, staring at her with a worried frown. It’s obvious he’s keeping something from me; I can tell because I know him best. Whitaker is the brother I can trust with anything…well, almost everything. And Lyric is…Lyric is just different.
I sip the merlot, letting the tangy sweetness coat my tongue, and pucker my lips before pushing my fork through my watercress and endive salad.
“Don’t play with your food,” my mother scolds.
I nudge my plate forward, scraping it along the tabletop. I can’t stand to look at her; instead my fingers spin the Cartier bangle around my wrist.
Clockwise. Once. Twice. Three times. Four. I prefer even numbers.
Spinning and spinning and crushing my flesh while reminding myself to breathe. Magical inheritance is almost always kept in the family line, but Great-Uncle Xavier isn’t one for rules. Bringing in outsiders disrupts a delicate harmony in a society that already balances atop the point of a pin.
Blade Thorn clears his throat, scoffing at his soufflé-filled ramekin before snapping his fingers. I spin my bracelet even harder, leaving indents near the bones of my wrist.
“The ratio of egg whites to base is horribly off,” says Blade as if he’s been personally insulted.
His father, Lord Thorn, gives him a cursory nod, which Blade interprets as encouragement to continue complaining. He then proceeds to demand the seeds be removed from his roll.
“But, sir, they’re baked throughout the dough,” Tulia explains.
Blade curls his hand around a butter knife. “Annnnnd…” He manages to draw the single word out until it hums like a threat.
Tulia ducks her head. “Of course.”
Blade sinks into his chair, a smirk plastered on his face. He looks like he’s enjoying himself far too much, which I find absolutely infuriating. He should have to suffer through this family dinner like the rest of us.
Uncle Zolan is the next to speak. Unsurprising, I often suspect he enjoys the sound of his own voice.
“Interesting.” Uncle Zolan gazes out into the distance. “The neighbor several houses down just died,” he declares with glee, tipping his head to the side. “Slipped in the shower. No…” He pauses, stabbing his fork into the air. “He believes his wife drugged him to collect on his life insurance policy. Intriguing!” He laughs. “I’ll be on the lookout in the papers. Always fun to see how long it takes the authorities to sort it all out.”
“Uncle.” My mother’s fork screeches across her porcelain plate. “We’ve discussed conversing with the dead at dinner.”
“But the dead don’t care if it’s dinner, Saffron.”
“And I don’t care about the dead!” my mother bellows, her patience paper-thin. I’m not the only one on edge. She quickly recovers, cowering under my uncle Zolan’s gaze. He was council head before Lord Thorn replaced him and he’s not used to being yelled at.
My mother smooths her napkin and takes a settling breath. “I just think we might talk about something a bit more pleasant…if that’s all right?”
“I won’t make any guarantees. The dead certainly won’t. But perhaps lighter conversation is warranted seeing as this table might snap from the tension. Whitaker, my boy, tell me how you’ve been.”
Uncle Zolan is obsessed with Whitaker. He won’t say it, but I can tell he’s grooming him to be the next head of the northern sector. Sending Whitaker lavish gifts and cards even though we share the same birthday. “He must have meant to address it to both of us,” Whitaker would say with a shrug. “You take it.”
But I don’t want anything to do with the council. I know my uncle Zolan had high hopes for his daughter, Cecilia, but she doesn’t care for people or politics. I peek at her from beneath the curtain of my perfectly layered hair.
Cousin Cecilia’s fingers are laced neatly in her lap, covered with rings molded from the teeth and bones of different animals. Absolutely foul. Her dark hair runs in a nest of wild coils to her ankles, and bits of shell and feathers are woven in. Her eyes pool like liquid smoke with velvety lashes that tic rapidly.
And then there’s her necklace—a thick gold chain with a padlock engraved with enchantments that prevent her from speaking or communicating anything. Great-Uncle Xavier wouldn’t dare take a chance when it comes to his Mystery Royale; he’d rather shackle his liabilities.
She turns her gaze to me, and I look away. I’ve always been fearful of my cousin Cecilia. Instead, my eyes drift across the table, settling on the two outsiders.
The boy, Mateo Maldonado, doesn’t flinch at the sight of magic, which likely means he grew up with it. I don’t recognize him, but there are plenty of lesser-known families. Usually, I’d assume that if I don’t know him, he isn’t worth knowing, but Uncle invited him for a reason.
And the girl…Who could eat with what’s at stake? Bits dribble onto her already stained T-shirt, a loose strand from her ponytail congeals to the saucy spot. Despite the wrappings, she isn’t unattractive…. Her dark hair is thick with loose waves, which would benefit from a detangler, and her eyes are a steely shade of gray. Freckles dot her nose, flowing to rosebud lips. Mullory Prudence. I have to wonder what she’s done to deserve a name like that.
Everyone studies her like some exotic specimen, and her clear lack of interest only makes them more curious.
“Where are you from?” my father asks. His tone is casual, but I can smell the desperation seeping through. The letters arrived before anyone even knew Great-Uncle Xavier had died. For convenience we’ve always just called him Uncle Xavier. The extra title never suited him anyway because he never appeared to age. Wrinkles could be easily glamoured away, and Uncle was vain.
Mullory lifts her gaze, caught mid-chew. “Pawnsutannney,” she mumbles with a mouth full of mush. God, she doesn’t have the decency to swallow before speaking.
“Is that near the Grecian isles?”
Mullory makes a noise, half snort, half giggle, and a few flecks from her mouth catch in my cousin Quinby’s hair. I draw my napkin to my chin like a shield.
“Punxsutawney,” she says more clearly now that her mouth isn’t full. “You know, in Pennsylvania. The place with the groundhog, Punxsutawney Phil. If he sees his shadow…” Mullory’s voice trails off when she realizes everyone is staring at her. “Six more weeks of winter.”
No one responds. I’ll be surprised if she lasts until morning.




Sweat pours down my neck until every inch of my skin is clammy. At our last math league competition, a crowd of seven watched me fumble a derivative. This is so much worse. And to think, I went through freshman year with braces and headgear—I thought I’d be better trained to withstand the stares.
I take a deep breath, trying to focus. Pay attention. Every detail counts. That’s what the letter said. Gran’s voice pipes in my head, “Know your surroundings, Mullory. Keep your cards close. Don’t trust anyone who offers you money.” Too late for that.
I’ve begun mentally cataloging each guest at the table.
The blond twins have been sneaking wine and champagne the entire night. The girl is prone to nervous tics, eyeing the empty seat beside her while the boy stares at me with a sad, misplaced expression. Ellison and Whitaker Stoutmire remind me of Mr. Priorberry’s golden retrievers—purebreds, who needed to be brushed every four hours. The youngest guests, Quinby and Martin Markshire, whisper and giggle between polite bites. Papillons—cunning dogs who slip scraps undetected.
“Mallory?” Saffron Stoutmire calls. Her sharp, bony features are accentuated by a light brown bob and a string of black pearls. Poodle, I think as she growls at her husband (a beefy, drooling bulldog, who sparked his fingers to heat lukewarm soup).
“Mallory.” Saffron says my name wrong again, this time more forcefully.
“Yes,” I mutter.
“However did your letters arrive? Uncle Xavier had a flair for the dramatics.”
Everyone at the table stiffens, awaiting my answer.
“My letters…” I start, before I’m forced to pause. A strand of linguine is looped around the retainer fixed to the backs of my teeth. I’m going to kill my orthodontist, I think, and try to swallow but the linguine tickles the back of my throat, swinging at my tonsils.
“My word, is Mallory choking?” asks Salvatore Stoutmire—a senior corgi content to lap his wine.
Zolan Humes—a proud Doberman pinscher with peppery gray hair and a goatee—yawns, clearly bored by my choking fit. “Don’t die before dessert. I want to be able to enjoy it.” He takes another bite. “Your death that is. I’ll enjoy dessert regardless.”
I shake my reddened face, wheezing before I stick my fingers in my mouth, yanking the evil piece free and burying the wormy strand in a silk napkin. “Mail,” I finally blurt. Instinct tells me to leave out the part about gas station burritos and bags of dog food.
Cecilia’s dark eyes bore into mine, like she can sense my lie. Her padlocked necklace makes the hairs on my neckline twitch uncomfortably. She seems more…wolf than dog.
“Xavier insisted on corresponding with letters,” says Lord Thorn, irritation etched in the lines framing his eyes. “He was a fool then and clearly he’s a fool in death.”
His wife (Rose Thorn—a timid wisp of a Maltese) flinches beside him.
Someone snickers and I glance at his son, Blade Thorn (a pompous-looking pug). His hair is dark red, slicked back just like his father’s, and he has the same beady eyes but a softer chin, which makes him look more like a little boy. I may not know him, but I feel like I already do. It’s the way he holds his fork, the square of his shoulders, all the markings of someone who feels like he belongs. Like it’s owed to him.
Lord Thorn’s icy voice pulls back my focus. “So glad you’re here, Mallory.”
“Glad to be here,” I murmur, keeping my head low. Am I?
Lord Thorn gives his whiskey tumbler a swish. “We’ll see about that.”
His threat causes my nerves to finally get the best of me, and I fling my spoon to the ground.
“Got it,” says Mateo Maldonado, the only other outsider. We meet halfway under the table as he strains his fingers to collect my rogue utensil. His sweater slides up his side, revealing a tattoo—a strange symbol just below his rib cage. I don’t let my eyes linger.
“Here,” he says with a smile.
“Thanks,” I whisper. “I’m Mullory.”
“Mateo.” His smile falters as his eyes narrow in on my watch. “Where did you get that?”
I stow my hand behind my back and mumble, “It was my mom’s.”
Mateo waits a beat, unsure. “I like it,” he finally says, smiling once again.
I want to ask him a million questions all at once. “Why is this—”
But he cuts me off. “Not here. Later,” he warns.
Dinner continues to unravel one strange moment at a time. My napkin ring slithers across the table like a garden snake before winding itself around my water goblet. Some of the cutlery sings. The bubbles in my sparkling water are shaped like tiny balloons that periodically burst and infuse the water with varying cucumber and berry flavors.
No one else seems to mind. I can’t help but eat, giving myself a task to keep my jittery fingers moving while making it my sole focus to blend into the seat cushion.
“Is he not coming?” Zolan points a cigar at the empty chair.
Ellison flinches and Saffron digs her red nails into her daughter’s wrist. “Lyric will be here.”
“Terrible shame he couldn’t behave himself enough to avoid all of this frivolity,” Zolan says sternly. “Wasn’t that the point of shipping him here and not to a military academy in Transylvania?”
“Lyric’s been a disappointment from the beginning,” Salvatore declares. “Ever since—”
“He’s coming!” Saffron explodes before Salvatore can elaborate.
“Well, I certainly hope we don’t need to wait for Lyric to have this big mystery reveal,” Zolan huffs.
“Yes, when will we find out?” Lawrence whines. “This big mystery that Xavier felt we all needed to come and witness. The letters said it would be revealed at dinner.”
My eyes roam nervously over the table…waiting…waiting for the Mystery Royale.




I’ve left the task of hiding the knife until the last possible minute. I’ve been too busy sulking and actively avoiding my unbearable family as they scurry around the estate. The knife grew restless, clacking between the boards of my bed frame. When the message bury me, written in dripping blood, appeared, I figured it was time. Even in death, Great-Uncle X is a pain in my ass.
I follow the footprints that materialize when I squeeze the handle—they lead me outside, winding around the estate, and halting at the garden clock. The ground rumbles encouragingly.
I know what I’m supposed to do—bury it for later. The question is, why?
“Because I said so,” Uncle’s voice thrums in my head.
I slam my fist into a line of hedges, slashing my knuckles on thorny leaves. If Uncle had just left his inheritance to me (like he planned!), then there would be no need for any of this. I’ve been angry for a while, but this—this is pure rage, bubbling inside me like molten lava.
And you know what? Screw it. I stash the knife in my back pocket.
I linger in the gardens, taking my sweet time in Uncle’s grand estate—a labyrinth of magic and secrets contrived from his wicked imagination. From here the mansion appears to glow; soft light spills out into the darkening sky and my pulse quickens at the sight—my family is in there. I can practically hear their disappointed remarks. “You spent your entire life with Uncle Xavier, and he still didn’t will his magic to you. Can’t say we expected much different.”
Something hums past my ear, diverting my attention, and a glossy black beetle lands on the back of my hand, unsettling, but not a coincidence—my name is cracked onto the thick shell. Translucent wings unfurl and I pluck out a sticky scrap of parchment before the beetle flies away. Four simple words are scribbled in the center.
Your brother, a warning.


I crumple the slip and it dissolves into a mist of flickering lightning bugs. What does it mean? Did Uncle X give my brother a warning meant for me? I stifle a scream; Whitaker is the very last person I want to speak to.
“Family hide you outside?”
As if my night can’t get any worse, I whip around to face Blade Thorn, fury pounding in my ears.
“I could say the same to you,” I counter while cracking each knuckle. Blade was there the day my life went to shit. Hell, I blame him just as much as I blame my own brother.
Blade struts nearer, crushing a line of flowers beneath his boots. He has the smug look of someone who’s about to inherit his father’s powerful magic. Must be nice.
“You don’t belong here,” he sneers.
“I live here. What’s your excuse?”
“Took a break from dinner to go to the bathroom.” He stuffs his hands into his pockets. “Guess I got lost.” Blade smiles, daring me to challenge his obvious lie. Whatever his reason for lurking on the estate, it can’t be good.
“I get it,” I say with a wink. “You couldn’t stand the thought of a few days away from Daddy.”
There’s a tic in Blade’s jaw before he plasters a smile back on. “I was invited to watch you make a fool of yourself.”
“Bullshit, you’re lying.”
Blade waves a letter in my face, unmistakably Uncle’s, and snatches it close to his chest before I can grab it. “You’re the only liar here.” His eyes flicker, baiting me.
Rage coils in my gut. “I’m not a liar.” Years later and the accusation still rattles me because I was the one who told the truth. Not like it mattered; everyone believed Blade. Red flashes before my eyes and my fingers curl into fists, but before I can react, Edwin calls out from the veranda.
“Dinner is almost over,” he warns.
I pause before elbowing past Blade and knocking a ceramic planter to the ground—the pieces shatter, spilling clumps of dirt. It does little to quell the inferno inside of me, but I can’t put this off much longer or I’ll forfeit my spot in the game.
Inside the dining room—the air is tense enough to choke on, blanched fingers grip wine goblets that are dangerously low. I stroll in like a spark meant to set the entire table ablaze.
“Mother,” I purr, brushing her shoulders. She flinches from the contact, her mouth set into a pinched line. A droplet of sweat slides down my father’s temple.
“Now this is a party,” I say, and swipe my sister’s bag to the floor. Every pair of eyes is pinned on me, waiting, anxious…Every pair except one. It’s quiet enough to hear her slurp. My nerves are already poised to explode and the noise rips through my flesh.
Who does she think she is? I eye the placard set before her—Mullory Prudence—she isn’t even family and she’s been given a chance at a magical inheritance that’s mine. After what Uncle put me through, after what I endured, and this girl is just chowing down. I claw the edge of the table, bunching the cloth and tipping a glass over.
“Are we just going to let them sit here and eat with us?” I spit each word.
“Lyric, please…” My mother’s voice wavers.
Mullory drops her fork, suddenly aware that I’m talking about her. She flashes me a timid smile before picking her fork back up and continuing to eat like some slob. As if she has any right to be here.
“Sit down, Lyric,” Ellison whines. Some of the tension releases from the room like a pinpoint in a balloon. But not from me. My neck stiffens and I lock my jaw, my eyes piercing into Mullory, searching for some thread I can pick at to unravel her. Piece by piece. Another little lesson from Uncle X.




My entire body is twitching, muscles winding and unwinding like a coiled spring set to explode. I think it’s the unknown—the feeling that at any moment the floor might give out.
And it might. Any minute now the mystery will be revealed.
And then there’s Lyric Stoutmire. He rolled in like a thunderstorm—inky, unkept hair, a jawline cut to a razor-sharp edge, and an attitude. His dark eyes have been throwing daggers at me, his hands clenched in fists.
“We’ve saved the best for last,” Edwin declares as two staffers follow, balancing an enormous cake between them. Several tiers high, coated in chocolaty fudge decorated with golden iced letters that sparkle and fizz.
Care to take a bite into this mystery?


“I’ve been given instructions,” Edwin declares while fanning himself with a letter. “Everyone must have a slice.”
“Is it going to explode like some foolish child’s birthday cake?” Zolan Humes taunts.
Edwin ignores him, directing the staff to cut thick wedges that are lumped onto decorative plates and given to each guest.
Dark, rich chocolate with a decadent raspberry sauce flows in front of me as I maneuver bites with a trembling hand. Everyone in the room does the same, even the staff, and for a moment only the clatter of forks is audible.
A sharp pause cuts across the table and I follow everyone’s gaze—Lyric Stoutmire is clutching a golden envelope that shimmers like stardust beneath the chandelier’s glow. Everyone at the table is ablaze with jealousy, looking as if they might stab him with their chocolate-smeared forks. Personally, I can’t understand the reasoning behind hiding all these letters in food.
Lyric makes quick work of the envelope, pulling out the letter. The sly grin slips right off his face as he reads it.
“Well, get on with it. Or pass it to someone who can read,” Zolan snaps.
Lyric pushes the dark swoop of his hair from his forehead and the moment of panic passes. He paints on a wicked smile and takes a deep breath.




I want to remember this moment—the look of heightened panic on the face of every person at the table. I want to catalog it and frame it and then do the same after I drop the bomb contained in the envelope.
“Read it,” Lord Thorn orders, and I feel a flicker of his compulsion as my eyes fall back to the letter in my hands.
I take my time with each word, I want to savor their responses. “Who killed Xavier Stoutmire?”
A glass slips from my mother’s fingers, shattering with dramatic flair.
“Killed? Did he say killed? As in murdered?” my grandpa Salvatore blubbers.
“Preposterous,” Uncle Zolan says with a dismissive wave of his hand.
The lights in the room dim, and I clear my throat. “There’s more,” I say, building the suspense because the next line is really going to blow their minds. “The person responsible”—I can’t help but grin spitefully—“is here.”
Silence.
And then all hell breaks loose. Everyone explodes with accusations and firm finger pointing, and I’m half inclined to ask Edwin to bring popcorn.
“Isn’t it convenient that you arrived the morning Xavier was found, Uncle?” my mother says sharply. “Just in time for the party.”
Uncle Zolan slams a fist, clattering a china saucer. “Don’t you dare insult me or the dead with that outrageous allegation!”
I ease into my chair, enjoying the chaos. No one points out that Lord Thorn was also on the estate. I saw him that morning—I keep that information to myself.
“The staff was included, lest we forget.” Uncle Zolan flicks his cigar ash toward the back wall, where the staffers huddle.
Tulia breaks into hysterics, tears falling freely onto her black blazer. Greta, who’s in charge of housekeeping, drops her wedge of cake to the floor, splattering fudge all over Edwin’s loafers.
My cousins, Quinby and Martin, are pale-stricken, frightened in place like a pair of wax dummies. The Markshire side of the family is a mass of blithering brains.
“And what of the newcomers?” My father points at Mateo and Mullory, smoke curling from his fingertips. To his credit, Mateo denies it coolly. Mullory looks like she might pass out. Can this get any better?
“That’s rich, Lawrence. Blaming the charity,” Grandpa Salvatore scolds.
Uncle Zolan gives a sharp laugh. “Just look at the girl, Lawrence. If I so much as sneeze too hard, Mallory might blow away. And you think her a mastermind of death? Someone who could murder a recluse protected by layers of magical enchantments. HA!”
“Well, I was at home with my family.” My mother emphasizes the word family. I get her point, I’m not included. I can’t say I haven’t thought about murdering Uncle Xavier.
Grandpa Salvatore laughs. “As if you need to be present for the type of torture you inflict, Saffron.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” my father bellows, lighting the cake on fire.
Edwin dumps a pitcher of water onto the flaming cake, and his face turns the exact shade of the runny raspberry filling that begins to ooze out of the burnt sponge like blood. “Silence! That’s enough. That. Is. Enough!” he yells while flicking a clump of smoldering cake from his blazer. “Now that the mystery has been revealed”—he pauses for a breath, clutching his own letter—“we must go to the solarium for the reading of the will.”




“Mullory.” An insistent voice tugs at me from beneath the darkness.
“Didn’t last long, did she? All it took was a little murder cake. It appears she has the mental stamina of a fruit fly,” Zolan declares.
“Let’s just leave her here.” I catch a whiff of something floral as Saffron’s heels stomp by.
“Yes, let’s,” Zolan agrees. “The staff can dispose of her when they clear the dinner plates.”
I shift uncomfortably as my brain tries to filter through the conversations above my head.
“Mullory,” the same voice calls to me again. A gentle shake to my shoulder finally rouses me.
My eyelids flutter open and I focus on the ceiling as Mateo slides an arm beneath my back and helps me up.
“Easy,” he warns.
“Did I…”
“Pass out? Yes.”
I’m too woozy to feel embarrassed as Mateo keeps a steadying arm across my back. “And everyone else—”
“Already left for the solarium. We should hurry or we’ll miss it.” Mateo takes a step forward, but I don’t budge.
I’m frozen with paranoia. Murdered. It can’t be. It’s not real, it’s just all part of the game.
“Run if the strange finds you.”
My legs are jelly and I feel myself swaying, ready to plummet back to the floor.
Mateo tightens his grip. “Mullory, just focus on your breathing,” he says softly.
I take a few quick breaths.
“Good. Now follow me.”
My legs must understand the command because I feel myself moving. With every step, I assure myself that it’s not real. It’s just a game; just like in math, there’s a solution to be found.
Mateo pauses and his soft brown eyes find mine. “Chin up, don’t let them know you’re afraid.”
“But what if I am afraid?” I ask meekly.
Mateo shakes his head. “Then you’ve come to the wrong place.”
I’m stunned into silence as we join the others in the solarium, a room that feels like a cathedral carved from glass. Showy, sparkling, and eerily demanding of quiet. But it smells of the sea—that briny tang of the ocean caught on the crispness of a breeze. The smell is off. Strange. It doesn’t belong. Seats are arranged in a crescent shape around a circular tank full of vibrant colored fish. Fish?
Edwin scuttles over to the tank. “Please, everyone, take a seat,” he orders. Mateo guides us toward the only open chairs in the front row. Anticipation rises like steam in a pot, threatening to explode.
“We’re here on behalf of Xavier Martin Roman Stoutmire for the reading of his last will and testament. Are we ready to begin?” A sheen of sweat pools along the folds of Edwin’s forehead, threatening to spill down his nose. He rolls the cuff of his jacket to his elbow before plunging his arm into the tank. No one flinches. Did they expect him to do that?
Edwin struggles, squirming and thrashing his arm about until his fingers clasp around a fish the color of emeralds. He yanks it from the tank, splashing water onto my JanSport. I scoot it out of the way of what has quickly become a SeaWorld exhibition. A lingering dizziness rolls over me and I grip the sides of the chair, flipping a strand of sweaty hair from my cheek.
And then I look up.
Only Edwin isn’t holding a fish but a scroll of parchment instead. And his blazer is now a striking green. Oh, and he’s no longer wet.
I blink several times, digging my fingernails into the shellacked wood of the chair, grabbing onto something that’s solid and real.
Mateo leans over. “Remember to breathe.”
“Mr. Xavier Martin Roman Stoutmire hereby declares that the inheritance of his entire estate will be decided in a game of Mystery Royale. All eligible participants will have received a letter. As is customary with inheritance containing magical properties, the age limitation is eighteen so as not to interfere with familial transferences….”
Magical…properties… All seven dinner courses slosh violently in my stomach.
“The items in question include the following: Stoutmire Estate here at the Southampton village, seventeen luxury cars, the private island of Whin located off the coast of Fiji, bank accounts, funds, and stocks with an estimated worth of two point five billion, his treasury of rare and peculiar items, and…” Edwin pauses for effect. “The entirety of his magic, which has been in the bloodline since Chester Raphael Stoutmire and has maintained purity of transference in the illusionary category.”
Two point five billion and no one bats an eye. But Edwin rambles on about some magical line and every molecule of oxygen is sucked from the room.
I’m suddenly nauseous, the scent of the ocean sours my stomach, and I can’t seem to get air. My chest sucks several shallow breaths in and out rapidly.
“It’s just an illusion,” Mateo whispers.
Just an illusion. Magic. I grip the tattered ends of my backpack, ready to bolt, but my legs are lead.
Edwin pauses, a cough catches in his throat, phlegmy and strained. He sounds like Gran. Thinking of her helps level my breathing. Two point five billion. I whisper the amount under my breath like a prayer.




I can’t help but squirm, picking at the raw skin flaking from my cuticles. I splotch sanitizer onto my palms, rubbing it into the cracks and splits that should sting, but I barely feel a thing. Edwin’s been hacking up a lung, spit and germs spewing from his mouth.
I detest germs.
He finally recovers, clearing his throat and finding his place in the will. “The game of Mystery Royale is embedded throughout the estate and was activated upon the death of Mr. Stoutmire. The rules, as previously determined by Mr. Stoutmire, are as follows.”
I inhale sharply. Finally, let’s get on with it. Edwin has the entire room’s rapt attention.
“Rule number one: All participants must remain on the estate for the duration of the game, which will end promptly at six o’clock next Saturday evening.”
Edwin pauses, directing his eyes at the fluorescent fish. I watch five sea snails slide up the side of the tank with unspeakable disgust, leaving a trail of slime in their wake. My stomach retches when they reach the top and transform into a line of black balloons. Edwin smiles.
“Rule number two: The game’s format will unfurl in the form of five parties hosted on the estate. Members of the council and magical community will be invited to observe the game and bear witness to the inheritance, as is tradition, whilst enjoying refreshments and entertainment.”
A snort slips out. What Edwin means is we will be the entertainment, not unlike the fish in the tank.
“At each party, participants will be presented with a question that when answered together will help solve the mystery.” Edwin dutifully reads off my uncle’s will. I glance around the solarium—the person responsible is here. Edwin soldiers on.
“Rule number three: At each party, participants will have the opportunity to uncover clues. These may lead to other clues hidden on the estate. Everything you need to solve the mystery is here. Participants are warned that there may be a price to pay, but…” Edwin raises a cautionary finger. “Should they succeed, they will unlock time.”
Unlock time? What the hell does that mean? Typical Uncle Xavier. Riddles and a catch—he would rather die than be straightforward.
“This brings us to the final rule. Rule number four: When a participant would like to solve the mystery, they need only declare it aloud while standing beneath the garden clock. Only one submission will be valid per participant, and it must be within the allotted time.”
Edwin narrows his gaze to the bottom of the will. “It is noted that teams and the sharing of information are allowed, but only one participant may claim the prize. The magic containing the inheritance will cease to exist once the mystery is solved and the…” Edwin’s voice trails off.
“The what?” Uncle Zolan demands. “Spit it out.”
Edwin’s eyes roam up and down the parchment. He turns it over, searching. “That’s it. There isn’t any more.”
Weird, I think. Then again what about this isn’t weird?
The first balloon bursts, releasing a stream of skull-shaped bubbles that float around the room. “That signifies the start of the first party.” Edwin claps his hands and tips his head toward the back wall. The glass panels fold upward like blinds, unnaturally so. The staff appears wearing emerald blazers, balancing flutes of fluorescent-colored drinks on trays. Sparkling pink and foaming banana-yellow concoctions.
Because why would we not have a party after learning that Uncle was murdered?
This freaking family.
“Participants will be called forward to pick their first clues.” Edwin lowers the will and taps it against the fish tank. The edges of the paper curl inward before the entire sheet slips from his fingers and folds into an elaborate origami configuration of a ship that settles on top of the water. The paper sails catch an indiscernible breeze as it floats above the fish.
Illusionary magic like this used to delight me; now it settles in my stomach like curdled milk. Uncle contrived a twisted game and wrapped it in a deadly magical bow.




“The selection of clues has been randomly assigned. We shall begin with Whitaker Lee Stoutmire.” Edwin’s voice is a distant buzz in my already ringing ears.
Applause thunders throughout the solarium, snapping me into focus. Back pats and congratulatory handshakes follow Whitaker as he strolls up the aisle like a newly elected senator. He’s refined in his gingham-printed sport coat, which he rolls to his elbow before plunging his arm into the tank. His fingers grasp the flowing tail of a fish speckled in brilliant purple-and-aqua scales. It sparkles like a slippery jewel beneath the water. Whitaker’s face splits into a satisfied grin when the fish transforms into a small cube of solid gold.
“Very nice choice, Mr. Whitaker. Now, off to the party.” Edwin shoos him toward the fizzing drinks lining the party entrance.
“Mr. Lyric Edison Stoutmire,” Edwin calls next. Whispers follow Lyric as he slinks up the aisle like a shadow clad in menacing black. His face is set in stone, but his eyes betray him, blazing with anger. Lyric pretends to roll up his sleeve, almost mockingly, before plunging his head into the tank. He rips at the fish and captures it with his bare teeth before standing upright and spitting out another palm-size metal box. This one is silver.
Mateo follows, pulling a fish the color of a sunset—the fiery orange scales and yellow fins melt into a shiny box I think is aluminum.
“Miss Mullory Everly Prudence.” Edwin calls my name. Unsurprisingly, no one claps. I ignore my nerves and bury them deep beneath the pit in my stomach.
“Nobody but you needs to know you’re afraid,” Gran warns. “Fear don’t look good on you.”
I force my cheeks to tug upward, giving Edwin a small smile.
“Miss Mullory, please pick one,” he urges.
I edge closer to the tank; the air is sweet and stretched like saltwater taffy. My breath hitches and I lock eyes with a fish—the front half is a deep red and the back a shocking shade of pink.
I shut off all the warning signals in my brain and plunge my arm into the water. It’s cool and wet like water should be, but it feels…different, like something more. My fingertips skid across slippery scales and I squeeze, pinching into the fleshy fish. It happens too quickly for my brain to process. Where did the fish go?
I study the clue in my hand, a cube like all the others, only mine has the reddish hue of copper. I look to Edwin for some type of assurance, and he nods toward the patio. I follow the lights and the noise to the party, but several of the staff block my entrance.
“A drink for you, Miss Mullory? Maybe this Draft of Darkness?” a staffer with large dimples and black pigtails asks.
“No thank you, no drinks for me,” I respond, trying to push past.
“One drink to enter. Sometimes two for a good time. But we don’t recommend more than three,” another staffer interjects while balancing a tray of flutes containing lilac-colored liquid.
“But maybe we do.” A woman with sultry eyes winks. “Secrets of the Sea?”
I can smell a curl of salty sweetness lift from her tray of drinks.
“I don’t want one. Thank you,” I mumble, and try to swerve around the persistent staff.
“But you must,” says another staffer, whose muscles are threatening to pop from his sleeves. “Pixie Punch?” He offers a vial that looks to contain lemonade with lime-green bubbles. I stagger back, realizing I’m not going to get past without a drink.
“Fine. I’ll take one of those.” I point to a smoky drink with a layer of golden froth.
“Sip of the Stars, excellent choice.” The staffer smiles. I hold the delicate stemware between my fingers. All their eyes watch me…waiting.
I tip back the drink, tasting silky chocolate and notes of roasted peanuts on my tongue. Here goes nothing.




Sip of the Stars distorts my vision, painting the scenery in black and white like some sort of old-fashioned photograph. The guests whirl by in full color, giggling merrily, strolling arm in arm on a breeze that smells like a root beer float.
Black-and-white movies project onto billowy screens, an old-timey song cranks from a phonograph. Carts burst with buttery popcorn and sticky sweet soda bubbles down oversize garden fountains. I get tangled in a velvet rope, landing on my knees—my hands grasp at the gravel, only to scoop a handful of Raisinets and a flower folded from licorice. I recover quickly, dusting off my jeans and trekking further into the madness, feeling very much like a lost Alice.
The strange overwhelms me, burrowing into all my senses. The smells, the lights, the paper snow cone in my hand—what’s even real? Fear prickles the nape of my neck.
In my other hand, my fingers trace the metal cube, searching the seamless edges for some hidden latch or mechanism. What do I do with it?
And what does it have to do with the mystery? Who killed Xavier Stoutmire?
I force five slow breaths, just like my mom taught me. This is all just a game. Gran is counting on me. Two point five billion. Pay attention. Every detail counts.
Edwin’s instructions begin to float back to the surface, and I remember he said we could partner up and share clues. The thought of working with someone makes my stomach hurt worse, but—if I’m being honest—I have no idea what I’m doing here. And then I remember that Mateo told me to find him later.
I stumble through the party, searching. A woman in a ball gown wants me to spin a wheel, but I hastily push past her until I spot Mateo standing in line for pretzels, his hands tucked into his pockets. He smiles and I take this as a good sign—we’re the only outsiders here. It only makes sense.
That’s what I tell myself as I march toward him, reliving old worries of picking a lab partner. No one wanted to work with the girl whose mom burned their house down, even if I would earn us a guaranteed A.
“Hey.” I smile, cringing on the inside. “Thanks for before.”
“No problem,” he says with warm eyes.
I think they look warm. Welcoming? Apart from the staff he’s the first to get my name right and the only one to help me up from the floor. “This is crazy…isn’t it?” I plead, needing someone to agree.
Mateo only shrugs.
How is he so calm?
“You don’t really have any idea what’s going on here…do you?” He whispers the last part, leaning close enough for his breath to skirt my collarbone.
“No,” I admit. “What do you mean?”
Mateo stares back at me unblinking. “Magic,” he says, letting the word linger like a toxin. “How it’s passed. What’s at stake.”
I let out a raspy breath. “Magic? I don’t think…” I waver, fighting what’s right in front of my face.
“That’s why they’re all here, circling like vultures. They want his magic in the worst way.” Mateo’s amber eyes are unsettled, his jaw tense.
I gulp. “And you? Is that why you’re here?”
Mateo runs a hand through his dark cropped hair, picking his next words wisely. “No,” he finally says. “I’m here because Xavier Stoutmire owes my family a favor.”
“What kind of favor?”
Mateo shakes his head, dismissing me. “That’s not the question you should be asking.”
Tears sting the corners of my eyes. “What should I be asking then?”
Mateo glances over his shoulder and then tugs me behind a stage where a countdown on the grainy screen flashes before the movie begins. I try to focus on him. He’s real and in color, unlike the black-and-white madness whirling around us.
“Why are you here, Mullory? That’s the question you need to be asking yourself.”
The question punches me square in the gut. “What do you mean?”
“I mean there aren’t any coincidences. If you’re here, it’s because Xavier Stoutmire wanted something from you.”
What could a billionaire with magic have possibly wanted from me? “That’s not possible.”
Mateo gives me a sad smile. “Just like that cube you’re holding couldn’t have possibly been a fish.”
Maybe he’s right, but I don’t want to hear it. “I need to win,” I say, keeping all the reasons currently weighing down my heart to myself.
“I was afraid you might say that.”
I compose myself, tucking an erratic curl behind my ear. “We could work together and help each other out.”
Mateo chews the inside of his cheek, studying me. “I’ll help you however I can, but it’s best if you have an in with the family and work with one of them. They’ll already have an advantage when it comes to Xavier.”
“Okay,” I agree. “That makes sense.”
Mateo places his hand on my arm. “Work with them, but don’t trust any of them. Okay?” His expression is earnest.
“Why not?”
Mateo’s grip tightens. “Because if they’re willing to kill their own family for magic, just think what they’d be willing to do to us.”
I bite my lip and try to suppress the chill rippling across my skin. “The rules said—”
“There aren’t any rules. Not really. Murder should never be a game.” His face heats and I get the odd sensation that he’s speaking from experience. “Do you want my advice?”
I nod, knowing I won’t like what he has to say.
“Go home. Forget this whole thing. Magic”—he pauses, shoulders trembling like he’s remembering something awful—“it’s never worth it.”
I fight back the tears, cursing the tightness in my chest threatening to squeeze me to a pulp. Emotions I’ve long buried and fought to keep underground threaten to seep through the cracks in my shell. “I’m sorry, Mullory,” my mom sobbed. “Run if the strange finds you” were her last words. All she left me with. Maybe I don’t want to run. Maybe I don’t have anywhere else to run to. Mateo doesn’t know that my home is gone, and with it so is my mom. He doesn’t know what I’m playing for. I fight through my mental prison and raise my moist eyelashes to meet his eyes. “I can’t.”
Maybe he senses my desperation, because he nods, resigned. “Just be careful, okay? Trust no one.” He fades into the crowd, and I do the same, letting the strange expand around me.
A scream rips through the party. And then another. I follow the noise, the crowd funneling me closer. Something sticks to my shoes, thick and syrupy. Blood. So much blood.
And then before I know it, I’m screaming, too.




I’ve tried all of Uncle’s favorite tricks to unlock the silver cube that just moments ago was a wriggling black fish. The man loved his puzzles.
I searched every inch of the polished metal for a joint that could be turned or twisted into place like a Rubik’s Cube, certain there was something hidden in the core.
I placed it in moonlight.
Dunked it in water.
Sang to it.
Listened for a heartbeat.
And nothing. It’s still just a solid hunk of useless metal. What the hell am I missing?
I barge through the party, a purple haze of magic clouds my vision, twisting and distorting the landscape to my preferred taste thanks to the two vials of Draft of Darkness I downed. I tramp past tents in various shades of black perched on chicken legs and flailing tentacles. Thick coils of enchanted smoke slither like snakes between ankles, and several buildings are ablaze with flames that will burn all night. The air smells of anise and burnt oranges.
Who killed Xavier Stoutmire? And what the hell am I supposed to do with this cube?
Leave it to my uncle to get himself murdered and then deliver the news via cake.
The mystery burns at the base of my skull—the person responsible was in the dining room. Now I just need to figure out who. But how? I grip the cube, willing the game to direct me. Edwin said the clues would be revealed at parties and that we’d have everything we need to solve the Mystery Royale.
I pinch a cinnamon pretzel from the unsuspecting hands of a little boy, who cries in response. I elbow past him. Kid needs to toughen up.
A scream pierces the air, rumbling through the crowd. Not long after, another sounds. Aha, I think to myself with a smile. Time to start playing.
The screams intensify, ringing in my ears and annoying the shit out of me. I push past the circle of spectators to get eyes on whatever has the crowd so bothered.
Uncle Xavier’s body lies in a pool of blood, limbs bent at unnatural angles, eyes shut. Very much dead. I don’t know why everyone’s screaming, we already knew he died.
Blood oozes from his body, widening the crowd, who squeal like beachgoers caught in a riptide. I spot a blubbering Mullory Prudence, her high-pitched wail irritates me the most.
“Welcome to Stoutmire Estate,” I yell over to her. “Now shut up.”
She hiccups in response, weepy eyed with shock, but thank God she finally stops crying. The blood swirls and an invisible hand smears a message through it.
Why murder?


I march up to my uncle’s body, which is just an illusion, and run my fingers through the mirage that glimmers with a sheen of magic.
“It won’t work,” I hear Quinby call to Martin as he glares at his phone. “The murder tableau is warded against permanent recaptures.”
Smart-ass Quinby pulls a notepad from her pocket and surveys the scene, pen in hand. “Uncle liked doing things the old-fashioned way, this magical simulation of his death is no different.”
And she’s right. Time to get to work. The game has officially begun.
I circle my uncle’s body, eyes frantically searching for something. Mullory Prudence whimpers beside me, chanting something to the effect of “It’s just a game.” Sure, whatever you say, Mullory.
I squat near the pool of illusionary blood—even if it’s not real, it still smells of iron and sticks to my shoes like gummy paste. My stomach wrenches, but I don’t dare show a modicum of fear. Not at the unnatural twist of my uncle’s dead fingers or at his lifeless gray face.
I eye the metal box in my hand. Why murder? Is that the first of the questions Edwin alluded to? Why was my uncle murdered? Besides the obvious reason of him being an asshole, I don’t see how this box acts as a clue to answer the question.
I notice a string of numbers hidden on my uncle’s body—stitched into the press of his collar and etched into the bottom of his shoes. My mind is reeling, and I don’t know what to do with the numbers or the stupid clue. And I hate my uncle for making me play this game. For all of it.
Mullory stills, hovering over her own notebook, and her eyes sweep the box clutched in her palm and then at her notes with understanding. She’s figured it out.
New plan—take it from her.




Every scream slashes through my skin and rattles against my bones.
There are too many people, too many bodies, fermenting the sweet air with sweat and fear. I skirt around the crowd, rushing away from whatever has everyone gathering.
I’m already in a positively horrid mood.
I had to pluck a blobby fish riddled with bacteria from a cesspool, before it transformed into a chunk of metal, which I swiftly dumped into my Chanel. Designer bags be damned, I wanted to peel my skin off.
And now, a party. Someone here murdered Uncle Xavier, but sure, let’s celebrate.
I knew from experience to pick the drink that was lightest in color (the lighter the color the less magic steeped into it)—a pale yellow fizz the shade of wilting daisies with bubbles shaped like lions. Less magic means less of a headache. Regular hangovers have nothing on magical ones.
But I’m swiftly regretting my choice of Circus Crush. Between the spinning taffy-colored carousel horses and bold striped tents swaying in the cotton candy air, I feel nauseous. I pinch my lips together and pull farther from the crowd.
I need to play this game smarter.
I sprint past a fire-eater and pause when I spot my uncle Zolan. He’s smoking a canary-yellow cigar and blowing rings of peach-flavored smoke, very much unperturbed by the screaming chaos surrounding him.
“Ellison,” he says, nodding to the pile of cushions beside him and a woman sitting cross-legged with several neon-colored snakes slithering up her arms.
“No thanks, Uncle,” I say politely, even though Uncle Zolan isn’t someone you want to refuse an offer from. He was born in Belize and married into the family, but his magic has always given me the chills.
“What’s the matter, Ellison? You look worse than the dead man standing behind you, and he has an ax lodged in his skull.”
Yuck. I don’t dare turn around. “Have you seen Cousin Cecilia?”
“Ah.” He takes a long drag. “She isn’t one for parties; you know how my daughter can be.”
No, I don’t think anyone quite understands her.
“I saw her wandering over there, around the house by the gardens.”
“Thanks,” I say in a rush, trying not to inhale the smoke. I have enough magic stimulants coursing my veins already.
The party is terribly inconvenienced when I try to leave. I’m stopped by a lion tamer whose teeth are chiseled like fangs and who tries to entangle me in chains. A lady wrapped only in red boas hangs from a twirling hoop and tosses money onto the ground. Crisp hundred-dollar bills fall from the sky, but I skirt through them. When I finally push past a line of tap dancers, I feel the distinct severing of magic—like a faucet twisted shut. The quiet outside the party bubble is unnerving, the lights are reduced to a dim sliver of moonlight, and the air has a frosty bite to it.
Breathe.
“Cecilia?” I call into the darkness. An owl hoots in response and the sound ripples across my collarbone as an ominous breeze ruffles my hair. A fast shadow catches my eye and I spot a hawk circling my cousin, who’s crouched beneath the garden clock. I hurry over, heels catching in the grass. My fingers still tingle from the Circus Crush that will linger in my bloodstream for hours.
“Cecilia?” I say softly. She lifts her head, mud and dirt caked from her fingers to her elbows. I spot several recently dug holes. What’s she looking for?
She stares at me, eyes wide, cheeks flushed, lips strung in a tight line. The padlock around her neck glimmers in the moonlight, highlighting the complicated engravings in the metal. Uncle Xavier wouldn’t let her interfere. But I need to try. I need to know. If I can just get her to help, I can avoid all the nonsense of the game.
“Cecilia…” I whisper. “Will my plan work?” I’m ashamed of how quiet my voice sounds, as if the darkness might swallow me whole.
Cecilia is oddly still, her eyes are large and glassy, rippling with moonlight. She opens her lips, but no sound comes out. Frustrated, she taps the necklace hanging from her neck, and shrugs.
I pinch my thighs. “Please,” I beg. “Can’t you help somehow? Don’t you care?” The words fall with staggered sobs, tears that taste of cider graze my lips. Damn the Circus Crush.
Cecilia considers my request before yanking her hands from the dirt and plucking a card from her pocket. She doesn’t just read tarot; she breathes life into a deck of her own twisted design.
The card is blank, smudged only by a smear of dirt. She parts her parched lips and blows onto the card—her breath dissolves into pigment that bleeds into an image. She offers it over.
A gravestone floating in the sea. One of her Death Bringer cards. A warning. Cecilia raises a craggy finger and brushes my lips. It takes every bit of restraint not to vomit. She taps the card again with a look that says be careful.




“Murder.” The word slips from Cecilia’s mouth like a curl of smoke, wavering unsteadily between us.
I pause, fighting the instinct to inhale. “And you’re certain?” I ask, even though I know my cousin doesn’t joke. I’d been expecting death—Cecilia had so lovingly warned me years ago—but murder seems cruel. “Is it not avoidable? Can it not be altered?”
Cecilia sighs with frustration, tired of explaining future scenarios to me. “If not poison, then a tragic fall. Drowning. A knife.” Cecilia licks her lips. “The future favors a knife.”
I straighten my posture, head held high. “Very well. We just need to prepare for the after.”




I stumble back to the solarium. Fighting a crowd thick with whispers, drummed up on a party high laced with fresh intrigue. They swirl in a blur. I’m certain that every elbow that bumps me belongs to the murderer.
“Who killed Xavier Stoutmire?”
“Murdered? I’m not surprised. Anyone in that family could have done it.”
“Holding on to that much magic without an heir is unnatural. If that didn’t kill him, someone surely would.”
I can’t unsee the body—illusion or not—and a fine web of sweat drapes my skin, collecting between goose bumps. My mouth is cotton, stuffed and dry. I pinch my sides to keep my body anchored in the present, careful not to let my mind slip back to that day.
“Run if the strange finds you.”
I can’t help but worry that I’ve run straight into the strange—something I refused to believe before today. The word snags in my throat like barbed wire. Magic. It can’t be…can it? But I’ve known…haven’t I? I just hadn’t been calling it that.
“Mullory. Hello, Mullory?” A concerned voice and a gentle tap to my shoulder centers me. My eyes blur with a smear of tears. Sip of the Stars melts away as my vision fades back into color.
Edwin flashes a grin, corners of his green eyes crinkling. His blazer is now as white as fresh milk. “Your body will get rid of the magic from your drink in no time and you’ll feel more like yourself soon. The first time is always the most unsettling.”
I nod because I’m not sure what else to do.
“Oh!” Edwin slaps his pocket. “I have your key.”
“To what?”
Edwin laughs. “I like you, Mullory Prudence. You remind me of someone I once knew. Don’t let them or any of…this”—he runs his hand through the air, pulling a ribbon and twisting it into a knot around a brass key—“break you.”
“Magic.” I dare to say the word aloud.
Edwin shakes his flop of gray hair. “Not my own.”
“But I thought you—”
“I don’t have any magic, Mullory. My family has worked on the estate for over seventy-five years.” He beams with pride. “The Stoutmires have always taken care of us. Xavier especially,” he adds, while stifling a cough and covering his mouth with a handkerchief. I can’t help but notice a splattering of red on the white linen, which Edwin promptly crumples in his hand.
“Are you all right?”
Edwin gives me a dismissive wave and a saccharine smile. “Fine, perfectly fine. Now, off to bed. Squeeze the key when you’re ready and it will lead to your room. Go on.” He nudges. “Think of a bedroom that suits your needs.”
I do as he says, too tired to question it. I curl my fingers around the key and step toward the edge of the solarium. Heat, warm and gentle, radiates up my palm.
“Warm means you’re getting close and cold means you’ve made a wrong turn.”
My first three guesses prove correct as the key remains a warm, reassuring guide. But heat leaches out after I turn left and end up in a hall filled with upside-down paintings. Voices carry from behind a set of walnut doors and curiosity prompts me to peek through the crack.
“Give it up, Salvatore,” says the gentleman with peppery hair in a velour smoking jacket. I know his face, he sat to the left of Cecilia, the woman with the chain. I rack my brain to remember his name. I need to write them all down in my notebook as quickly as possible.
“I can still do it, Zolan!”
Zolan.
Zolan smokes a vibrant blue cigar while a frustrated Salvatore slumps over a candlestick. His hair is thinning and his skin folds over his bones like the creases of a book. His eyebrows are knit in frustration and his face ruddy. A fine tendril of smoke seeps between his fingertips before extinguishing. He smacks the candlestick to the ground and slumps into a leather wingback chair.
“I could light one last week,” he grunts.
Zolan puffs ringlets of blue smoke. “It is the way of things. You know how magic is.”
Magic. The word skates down my spine, spiking my adrenaline.
“But you’re my age and you still hold tightly to yours,” Salvatore complains.
“Yes, but I only have one daughter. You have two children and five grandchildren. There is a much bigger strain on your magic.”
“Perhaps I should have had fewer.”
Zolan laughs before redirecting his gaze. “We have company, Salvatore.” He nods his head toward the door, and I jump back, heart racing.
“Come in,” Salvatore says. “We don’t bite. We can’t even light our candlesticks.”
“Speak for yourself,” Zolan warns.
The room key rests in my palm feeling cold as an ice cube, much like my nerves, but I can’t just run away now that they’ve seen me.
A roaring fire crackles as I cross a rug patterned like a playing card, sinking into the plushness with each uneasy step. The room smells of peppermint candies and old books, the type with yellow pages and cracked spines.
“Sit.” Salvatore gestures to a sofa.
“Cigar?” Zolan asks through a puff of smoke.
“No, thank you.” I choke on a lungful. The smoke reminds me of Gran. Tears form and threaten to plop.
“Not going to pass out again, are you?” Salvatore winks.
My shoulders curl toward the tips of my reddening ears. “I hope not.”
“A bit of murder will do you some good,” Zolan declares.
And what do I even say to that?
“Not much of a conversationalist are you, Mallory?” Zolan crunches his fingers in a pile of peanuts, tossing a few in his mouth. A bit of shell catches in his goatee.
“The peanuts are helping me to quit smoking,” he explains while taking a drag.
I eye the peanuts and the lit cigar, and something in my brain slides into place. Zolan was conversing with the dead at dinner. “Could you ask him?” I blurt out.
“I’ll need more specifics, Mallory. More words.”
My face heats with embarrassment. “Could you ask Xavier who…you know, killed him?” It seems so obvious, so simple.
Zolan holds my gaze before spitting out his cigar and roaring with laughter.
“Mallory, you scoundrel!” He cackles. “Well, you’ve certainly just marked yourself as marginally more interesting than the weather. I was concerned you might disappoint us with your magnetism toward boredom.”
I can’t decide if I should join in the laughter or be offended. “So, you’ll ask him?”
Zolan settles back into his chair. “Of course not. I can’t. Trust me I’ve tried.” He holds up his arm. A fine chain of golden links circles his wrist. “If I so much as whisper Xavier’s name to the dead, this bracelet silences me. While I’m not as restricted as my daughter, Cecilia, I don’t have free play in this game.”
“My brother was a stickler for the rules,” Salvatore says. “Absolutely no cheating!”
“I’m not. I mean, I never. I don’t cheat.” I cry out as something flutters past my shoulder. I retreat into the couch cushions, arms thrown protectively over my head.
“Oh, do sit up, Mallory,” Zolan implores.
I peek between my fingers at three bats perched on the coffee table. Still. Strangely so. Leathery wings wrap around their furry bodies.
“That’s odd,” says Zolan, taking a sharp inhale of his cigar, but he isn’t looking at the bats, he’s staring at me.
“Did you do that?” I whisper.
“No, I believe you did. Bats are the couriers of the dead. Echolocation can pierce the barrier between the living and the dead. Very strange indeed.” He eyes me suspiciously.
“Me? You think I’m strange?” I sputter. It’s absurd to think that on an estate full of murdered uncles, magic, and skeletal family trees, he finds me strange.
Zolan leans closer, a curious look on his face. Up close he looks much older—the wrinkles on his forehead are deep and folded, but something about him still feels youthful. Mischievous. His dark eyes flutter before rolling back into his skull.
I can’t help but yelp as his hands squeeze mine. An uncomfortable tingle creeps along the back of my neck.
Zolan’s head snaps forward and his eyes return to normal when he releases me. “Death becomes you, my dear. The bats agree.”
My stomach drops and I squeeze the key, dashing from the library in a panic as Zolan laughs. The old man was trying to scare me.
Truth be told, it worked.




Our uncle’s illusioned dead body begins to dissolve into tiny flecks as Whitaker and I weave through the crowd. We don’t bother waiting for all the blood to clear.
Disgusting. Horrid.
I wouldn’t dare get close.
I tried to outsmart the game and find a loophole with Cousin Cecilia. I’d been certain there was a way for her to help (a measly little vision of the past or future, something!)—but she’s just as cryptic as Uncle Xavier. This family is insufferable.
“I can’t believe he was murdered.” Whitaker chews on his words. “Who do you think…”
I do a mental lap of the guests in the dining room. Lord Thorn sticks out. He’s certainly vile enough for murder. But why? I decide to float a different idea. “Uncle Zolan would have his reasons.”
“You think?” Whitaker’s face scrunches with disbelief.
I don’t state the obvious—that Uncle Zolan is practically foaming at the mouth, dying for Whitaker to win so he can groom him to be Magnus. The council heads—like the foul Lord Thorn—are under the charge of the Magnus, a position that requires two types of magic. In theory it’s easy to orchestrate—have one child and they will inherit both parent’s magic. But magic wants better odds and prefers to spread, resulting in multiple children. It dilutes the power but increases the reach. I don’t care to understand the science of it.
“Let’s not rule out our loving mother.”
Whitaker’s blue eyes startle. “But she was with us that night.”
I bite the inside of my cheek. “We both know she likes to operate from the shadows.”
Whitaker stiffens. We never mention our nightmares. Instead, we brush the moment beneath a rug that hides the rest of our family secrets.
“One of the staff?” Whitaker questions.
“Maybe.” It would make sense.
In our world, magic is rare to come by unless inherited. Those who don’t have children always name an heir to protect themselves, a claim to their magic. An insurance policy on their life.
But not Uncle Xavier. Stubborn as hell. He thought himself to be above any rules.
It’s a logical thought that someone might kill Uncle Xavier for his magic, especially because his will and the game were a secret. Unclaimed magic will latch on to whoever is nearest at the moment of death, because magic is like a virus—it depends on a host for survival.
Our walk quickens and I can feel the magic of the party start to waver as a ring full of lions shrinks into a pen full of puppies. Some of the colors begin to slip, leaving the performers in drab costumes.
“Do you think it was a play for power?” Whitaker asks.
“For Magnus?” I answer, not admitting that I’d already thought of that.
Whitaker nods, pulling open the door to the solarium.
I shrug. Our own deranged mother is obsessed with the council. And Uncle Zolan would love nothing more than for Whitaker to join. Our family is famished for power.
“We’ll get to the bottom of it,” Whitaker assures me as we head toward the main staircase.
“And win.” I remind him of the plan.
Whitaker doesn’t respond—he’s stopped short in the foyer, eyes locked on Mullory Prudence. He’s looking at her with that sad, pitiful look he gives to all lost and broken things.
Mullory paces with her hands twisted around her Walmart-brand sweater.
“Whitaker, let’s go,” I call with one foot on the steps. I’m perfectly content to let her wander into oblivion. I have enough to worry about.
He dismisses me with a wave. “Are you all right?” he asks her, taking a step closer.
Mullory pauses, pushing several loose curls from her face. I see her better than Whitaker can. He thinks she’s fragile, but I know fragile, and she isn’t it. I know immediately what she really is—a problem.
“I don’t understand,” Mullory whimpers.
That’s the understatement of the night, I think, but Whitaker is only pulled in closer, his moral compass set straight on Mullory. His patience and virtue can be sickening.
“It shows how magic is passed,” he says, gesturing to the skeletal tree.
Mullory eyes the trunk composed of stacked vertebrae and branching bones—my late uncle’s pride and joy. Personally, I think it should be pulverized.
Whitaker smiles with his twinkling blue eyes and Mullory relaxes her hands. He has that effect. He soothes and Lyric startles. I teeter in between.
“Don’t be afraid,” he says softly.
Afraid is exactly what she should be.
Whitaker points to the tree like he’s about to give a lecture. “Magic transfers from parent to child, but it’s gradual, like a leaky pipe draining into an empty bucket. As we age and the magic strengthens, our parents’ magic shrinks. When the magic is at its peak, the next generation begins the process all over again. It’s by design, to keep a balance.”
“Why are some of the bones on fire?” Mullory whispers fearfully.
“My great-great-grandfather had elemental magic to wield fire. It’s been passed down to my father,” Whitaker says, running his fingers along the bones, oblivious to the heat.
I groan and insert myself between them.
“That’s why your grandpa Salvatore couldn’t light a candlestick,” Mullory says, like a pleased pupil.
“Very good.” I clap my hands together. “His magic is all but gone and I’m sure he’ll die soon enough.”
Mullory recoils and I turn on my heels, satisfied. It’s time to ditch her.
“But…your great-uncle Xavier doesn’t have any children,” Mullory pipes.
“He doesn’t,” Whitaker encourages her. “And his magic hasn’t been passed as many times.”
“Does that matter?”
Whitaker scratches his head. “It’s like taking money from your bank account. The bills aren’t the exact same as the ones you put in and there’s always a charge.”
“Great lesson. I think we’re done here,” I snap.
But Mullory isn’t deterred. “Is there usually a game when someone with magic doesn’t have children?”
“No,” I answer before Whitaker can. “Our uncle had a sick mind.”
“B-b-but…but he’s dead,” Mullory stammers.
I run my hands along my temples, stifling a groan. “Very astute of you.”
Mullory gulps. “Why is his bone still white, not blackened like the ones at the bottom?”
Damn it, why didn’t I notice that?
“Because his magic hasn’t transferred yet,” says Whitaker. Of course, leave it to him to have all the answers.
Mullory nods. “Are you two working together?” she asks with a shy smile.
I take a protective stance near Whitaker, shielding him from her neediness. “Another intelligent observation.”
“Would you want help? My help?”
Whitaker inhales and is about to crack, but I remain firm. “Our group is full.”
“Just the two of you?” she asks, perplexed.
“You really are a great detective. Keep that up and you might just win,” I say with a grimace while scaling the stairs. I don’t have time for charity.




It doesn’t take much to find her with all the whimpering and bumping into corners, clutching that damn key like it’s a lifeline. No, Mullory Prudence isn’t exactly stealthy. Just her being here infuriates me.
“Lost?” I howl from the shadows.
Mullory jumps a foot in the air, scanning the darkness to find me. “I was just looking for my room.”
Her room. Like she belongs here. I make a fist, cracking each knuckle to dissipate my anger, and then kick the door to one of the guest suites with my heel. “This room?”
Mullory fumbles with the key before she gets the door open, trembling like a rain-drenched kitten.
“Not enjoying all of the murder, are you?”
Mullory freezes, one foot inside her room. “It’s not real.”
I laugh right in her face. “Whatever you say.”
She wriggles past me, placing her key on a marble-top table, in a room comparable to a European five-star hotel—white linens, a chandelier, ridiculous wallpaper. Mullory keeps her eyes pinned on me, suspicion etched on her face and a death grip on her backpack that contains the notebook I need. Damn it!
“Why doesn’t anyone like you?” Mullory stares at me with a curious expression.
“Who said they don’t like me?”
“It’s just an observation.” She shrugs. “Your sister and brother left you out.”
I don’t flinch. “I prefer to be alone.”
“I understand that…being alone,” Mullory says slowly, hesitating on the balls of her feet, waiting for me to agree.
I want to snap the metaphorical olive branch she’s extending and say something horrid and nasty in retort, something that will make her cry and run back to her simple little life. And I could. But I need that notebook, so I decide to tell her the truth, because it’s hideous enough on its own.
“Do you have any idea how magic works?”
Mullory squirms with the mention of magic. “Kind of.” She gulps. “Your brother told me.”
I force a laugh out. “Then you should already know why they don’t like me.” I turn and pretend to leave the room.
Mullory gasps from behind me. “Maybe you could tell me more.”
I turn back around and stroll farther into the guest suite. “I’m sure my lovely brother gave you some fantasized version where everything fits into a nice, neat box with a pretty red bow.”
“Something like that,” Mullory concedes.
“Magic is passed from parent to child.”
“Yes, like genetic traits,” she answers with textbook precision.
I roll my eyes. I don’t need another know-it-all around, my cousins are enough. “Sure, whatever, but did the golden boy tell you what happens if there are more than two children in the family? Did he tell you what happens when there are three?” My voice rises, the anger inside me flares.
“No…It’s not just split?”
“Magic isn’t like pie; you can’t just cut it into pieces. It’s all or nothing,” I roar. “One parent can give their magic to one child. Two parents. Three kids. You’re obviously good at math.”
“One of you will get nothing,” she says matter-of-factly. Like it’s not a big deal that I’ll be completely cut off from magic, from everything.
“Bingo. And firstborns are guaranteed the stronger of the two magics. My perfect brother, Whitaker, doesn’t have to do a single thing but exist. Isn’t that great? And Ellison gets my mother’s magic by default.”
“And you?”
“No one cares about me. I get nothing.”
Mullory bunches her face, squishing her freckles together. “But why hate you for something you can’t control?”
I pause and stalk closer, and Mullory reflexively backs against the wall. “That’s where you’re wrong.” I lean in so that my chest grazes her shoulder. “They don’t hate me. They’re afraid of me.”
“Afraid of you?” she whispers, her pulse pounding in her neck.
“Yes. They’re afraid I might try and kill Ellison or Whitaker and reroute the magic to myself.” There, I’ve said it, released the ugly truth.
Mullory shudders, the color draining from her face. Finally, the reaction I wanted. Now I just need her stupid notebook.
“But you didn’t,” Mullory whispers.
I cross my arms, surprised by her answer. Surprised she hasn’t run out of the room yet. “No, I haven’t yet murdered my flawless brother or my uptight sister.” Screw it, I’m done circling around the truth. “I’m going to need your notebook.”
Mullory latches down on her ratty straps, smooshing her backpack protectively against the wall. Her lips open and then tug into a smile. “You want to know what I’ve figured out,” she says with realization. “You want the answer to the first question—why was your uncle murdered?”
And shit. “Well?”
Mullory straightens herself out. “I’ll share what I figured out, under one condition.”
Great. Stooping as low as I can. “What?”
“You agree to partner up.”
“Really? After what I just told you? Potentially murdering my siblings didn’t turn you off?”
Mullory squirms in place, clearly at odds with her decision. But she shakes her head.
My eyes roll. “No. I work alone.”
Mullory inches closer, determined.
And then it hits me. “No one else would work with you, would they?”
Mullory deflates. “No,” she finally admits. “But we could help each other. I don’t even want the magic!” Her cheeks flush pink.
What the hell is wrong with this girl? “Then why even play?”
Mullory’s cheeks heat up another notch, turning her skin the color of a ripe tomato. “I have my reasons.”
I slam my palm against the wall—but Mullory doesn’t flinch or release a breath from her cherry-red face. Part of me thinks she might take flight. “Fine,” I say slowly, with my other hand extended. Mullory stumbles forward, slapping her clammy hand in mine.
I force a smile, canines bared. Lies. I’ll work with her when it’s convenient and cut her off in the end. I don’t share.
Mullory shrugs off her backpack with a new spring in her step and digs out her notebook. I hate that she thought to bring a notebook. She strikes me as the type of person who organizes her pencils.
Mullory slides a rolling chair away from the desk, before flicking on a lamp and smoothing her notes.
Why was Xavier Stoutmire murdered is written across the top with sixteen bubbly question marks.
“I wrote down the numbers marked on the”—Mullory cringes—“on the body and tried using an alphabet cipher first. My mom taught me; she would write…” Mullory goes silent at the mention of her mom.
But I don’t have time to waste. “I know what an alphabet cipher is. What’s the message?”
Mullory runs her pen down the page, circling a few words. “At first, I thought the letters were an anagram and I just needed to unscramble them, but I couldn’t form enough words.”
Now I want to scream. All of this has been a waste of time—until I notice the smirk Mullory’s fighting, baiting me to ask her more. “Get on with it.”
Her smirk stretches into a grin. “I knew the numbers needed a cipher, some way to denote what they were coded for. The alphabet was the most obvious, but then I remembered this.” Mullory pulls the metal cube from her backpack, palm outstretched. At this point her grin is a full-on beaming smile and she’s bouncing up and down.
“I still don’t follow.”
“All of our cubes were different metals,” she adds, eyes wide.
Like that helps. “Yeah. Got that part.”
Mullory’s smile wobbles. “Look at this.” She points to the corner of the cube where two letters are engraved on the side. Cu.
“Cu?”
“It’s the atomic symbol for copper!” she practically sings. Like this is information we should celebrate over.
“I see.”
My lack of shared enthusiasm for copper causes Mullory to wilt, but she picks herself back up. “It’s the periodic table! The numbers are the atomic weights that correlate to different elements’ symbols. That’s the cipher!” she says breathlessly.
A distant memory floats to the surface, jogged by Mullory’s response.
“You need to memorize all of them,” Uncle thundered. “If you’re going to make believable illusions you need to know what things are made of.”
But my seven-year-old self wanted nothing to do with a table of useless elements. “I don’t want to.”
Uncle grabbed my wrist and jerked me closer. His blue eyes bore into me. “You’ll need this one day, Lyric. Trust me.”
“Lyric?”
“What?”
“I said, I’m missing something. It’s incomplete. Look.” She taps her notebook page where the letters are stacked beneath their corresponding numbers.

“Are you sure you didn’t miss any numbers?”
Mullory shakes her head. “I checked. There weren’t any other numbers on the body. But it was very bloody….” Her voice trails to a whisper.
I turn the metal cube in my hands, checking her numbers and forcing my brain to think. Somehow the hidden numbers on my uncle’s dead body and these fish turned clues are supposed to answer a question.
Mullory scratches her head. “Edwin said the clues would unlock time. What did he mean?”
“Just another riddle. Get used to that.” I groan while squeezing my eyes shut. Think, Lyric. I’m furious at myself for not thinking of the cube as the clue to the cipher. Uncle X would torture me with them when I was little. He would refuse to speak for a month; instead he’d hold up his fingers miming numbers for me to decode. Oh shit.
I inhale, forcing myself to picture his body, and the unnatural claw to his hands. Five fingers splayed out on the left and two on the right.
“Try five and two,” I snap.
Mullory whizzes over her paper. “Under Staary NiB He?” she questions. “Why do you think five and two?”
“His fingers,” I answer, pissed at myself for not thinking of this sooner.
Mullory taps her pen across her upper lip, eyes trained on her notebook like it’s a NASA blueprint. “What about fifty-two?”
“Tellurium,” we say at the exact same time.
Mullory smiles. “So you do know the periodic table of elements.”
I scowl. “No.”
She dismisses my lie with a wave of her hands, scrambling to write down the last two letters. “We figured it out!”
“Hooray.” I clap once. I’m not as easily amused.




“Under Starry Nite!” I yell, high from the rush of puzzle solving.
Lyric, however, doesn’t share the celebratory vibes and storms out of the room. I stuff the notebook into my backpack and run to catch him.
My mind is reeling with possibilities. Constellations. Phases of the moon. Zodiac signs. “We need to go outside,” I call to him. “Check our sightline of the stars.”
But Lyric doesn’t even turn his head, and I’m forced to scurry behind him down a hall that feels like a maze, winding and twisting abruptly. Slivers of moonlight creep between velour curtains, casting shadows on the patterned wallpaper. The floor joints groan and creak beneath my feet like the bones of a sleeping beast. Lyric slinks past door after door, and I scoot closer to his heels, keeping my squinted eyes on his shadowy form.
Something latches on to my wrist, and I scream. Cecilia digs her fingernails into the meat of my arm, yanking me closer. She’s crouched on a tufted window seat, and her untamed hair cascades down her shoulders, skimming the tops of her muddy boots. Her rings dig into my flesh as her grip tightens. The moonlight dances across her skin like patchwork.
“What is it?” I squeak. Her eyes bore into mine; her expression is strained, every muscle in her face twitches. She shakes her head disapprovingly, her eyes darting between Lyric and me.
“It’s okay, Cecilia,” Lyric says softer than I’ve yet to hear him speak. He places a steady hand on her shoulder and the fire in her gaze dies.
“I think she wanted to tell you something.”
Lyric turns me around. “Well, she can’t.”
“Why not?”
He nudges me forward. “The necklace with the padlock—she couldn’t come to the house without it. Uncle X wouldn’t take any chances with her.”
I don’t miss how Lyric refers to Xavier—I hadn’t heard any of the others call him Uncle X. But I tuck that mystery into a different compartment. “What does the necklace do?”
“Prevents her from interfering with the game. She inherited her mother’s magic that dabbles in the future, and if my uncle Zolan will ever die, she’ll get the remainder of his magic, too.”
I shiver. “He talks to the dead.”
“Picking up on the family fun, are you?”
I bite my tongue. Fun wasn’t what I was thinking.
“Cecilia has magic spinning from all directions in time. Uncle Zolan’s death magic is transferring with visions of the past. Sometimes she has a hard time telling what’s going on in the now.”
“That’s horrible.”
Lyric shrugs. “At least she has magic,” he adds bitterly.
I don’t pry and instead focus on getting outside and beneath the stars. “Do you think we can see the Big Dipper—”
I pause mid-sentence as Lyric cuts a sharp left into a narrow, windowless hall. Dozens of glassy eyes stare down at us from an array of mounted animal heads. The walls converge in a claustrophobic fashion, pressing us closer to the tusks of a wild boar, the bristly hair of a zebra, the antlers of a buck. Faces twisted into growls; mouths open wide. I scoot closer to Lyric as he runs his fingers along the leathery head of a crocodile, pressing his fingers to a sharpened tooth and then pushing in the wall panel to reveal a hidden door.
I follow him into yet another room. “This isn’t outside.”
Lyric flicks a switch. “You don’t say.”
Tiny dots dance before my eyes as my vision adjusts. The walls are deep maroon, thick black molding encases the room, and ornate picture frames hang in neat rows. Portraits and landscapes in oil and acrylics span two walls, each illuminated beneath curved brass sconces. They all look old and expensive, and the placards beneath them make it feel like an art exhibit.
“Uncle’s gallery,” explains Lyric.
“But I thought we needed to go beneath the stars.”
Lyric grabs my wrist and yanks me down the row, pausing in front of a painting I’ve seen a dozen prints and images of. “Oh,” I say with understanding. “That one. The Starry Night.”
“Yes, The Starry Night. Uncle was obsessed with art history; he even taught it at a few colleges. He was always collecting things from the past, always looking for something, never content with what he had.”
“But it’s not the real one. The van Gogh…is it?”
“One of the few real things in this place.”
“But the real one is in the museum—”
Lyric cuts me off. “No. It’s. Not. That’s a fake.”
“Holy smokes.” I exhale just as something shuffles across the floor, prompting me to whip around and smack Lyric in the face.
“Will you relax?” He rubs the red spot on his chin.
“Sorry.” I wince. We’re in a creepy room, hidden in a mansion housing a known murderer—can he really blame my jitters? If this were a murder mystery novel, now would be the ideal time for one of us to die.
The same noise sounds again, muffled like it’s below the floor.
I latch on to Lyric’s arm. “Did you hear that?”
His eyes flicker around the room. “Could be a ghost.”
Please no. I pinch his arm even tighter. “Why do you say that?”
“Uncle Zolan says the place is crawling with them.” Lyric pries my fingers from the death grip I’ve got on his arm. “Let’s stay on task.”
“Right. Under The Starry Night,” I say again as my mind wanders through every mystery book I’ve ever read, while studying the blue and yellow swirls of paint. “Do you think there’s a safe beneath it? Or a secret door? Hidden compartment?” My pulse spikes with excitement. “Maybe there’s a map. I love maps—”
“You would love maps,” Lyric grumbles, and pushes past me before carelessly lifting the priceless piece of art from the wall. I suck in a breath, rising on my toes to peer over his head.
But nothing.
It’s totally blank.
“Damn it!” screams Lyric.
My eyes roam the empty wall searching for a clue that isn’t there.
“Sometimes you need to consider the bigger picture.” My mom’s voice sounds in my head. “Sometimes the answer is right in front of you.”
I take a step back, not willing to give up, and focus on the wall again. Most of the surrounding paintings are portraits of sinister old men…but something, or rather someone else, catches my eye.
And I know.
I know what it means.




“It’s her,” I whisper, keeping my eyes glued on the wall.
“Who?”
I raise a finger to the portrait directly under the van Gogh—a serious-looking woman stares back at us. Neat gray hair pinned in a low bun, an elegant neck adorned with an amber amulet. There’s something familiar about it, something I can’t quite put my finger on. A memory that feels half remembered, almost as if I’d dreamed it.
“That’s the one.” Unlike the other works of art, this one doesn’t have an artist or a title, only a question that I read aloud. “It says, ‘What does death fear most?’”
Lyric rolls his eyes, ignoring me. “Under The Starry Night. Clever, Uncle.” He snorts while placing a hand on the canvas.
Something hisses, like pressure being released from a valve, and a breeze ripples across my shoulders, stirring the dust motes around us. The air quivers and then appears to rip, like a split seam, as an image pours out into focus.
Leafy tendrils of ivy cascade down rows of trimmed hedges speckled with crimson flowers—it’s as if a lush garden suddenly sprouted up in the gallery. Golden bands of sunlight stretch across the foliage, warming the tips of my toes. Scents of honeysuckle and lavender filter through as a man in a satiny black blazer strides purposefully into view. Bright orange flowers sway to the side, parting for the man, and the nearby trees bend their limbs, shading him. He turns toward us, revealing a half-shaven head tinted purple with a butterfly perched on his earlobe.
“Uncle X, we meet again,” Lyric grumbles.
I take a step back.
“Relax,” Lyric groans. “It’s not real.”
“Xavier,” a voice as wispy as the night calls, before revealing Cecilia, lounging on a garden bench. She’s dressed in ratty black lace from head to toe, with a bird perched on her shoulder that looks half dead. It’s missing most of its feathers and its skin. A bony rib cage expands as it gives a haggard squawk.
I look to Lyric, mortified, but he’s fixed on the scene.
“Are you still certain of my death?” Xavier poses the question casually, like him dying is no big deal.
Cecilia nods, stroking the bird. Without her padlock, she’s free to speak. “As I’ve told you before, death is unavoidable.”
I gasp at the realization—Xavier Stoutmire knew he was going to die. Lyric must realize it, too, because he tenses.
“So be it. What happens after matters more,” Xavier says with a flick of his wrist, turning on his heels to leave.
Cecilia calls to him. “You can’t outthink the murder. It will happen regardless.”
Xavier pauses, and several of the flowers near his ankles wilt, petals drifting to the gravel beneath his loafers.
Cecilia senses his hesitation and continues. “Just make it worthwhile. Retrieve the shadow.”
As the last word slips from Cecilia’s lips the garden scene completely dissolves and is replaced by another. This one is faded, worn around the edges. Older.
It smells faintly of salt, like the ocean. But it’s set in some sort of office. I can just make out the outline of a solid desk. A younger-looking Xavier paces beside it, in tiger-striped pajamas and a feathered robe. Cecilia’s normally ankle-length hair barely grazes her shoulders.
Xavier pauses before an expansive map dotted with hundreds of flickering pinpoints, illuminated like the night sky.
“She’s close,” Cecilia says while watching Xavier.
I wonder who the she is. I look to Lyric, but he only shrugs and swats at me to keep watching.
“We’re always close,” Xavier grunts. “But we never find the shadow.”
There’s that word again. Shadow.
Xavier sighs with frustration, pivoting on his heels so that his blue eyes face us. “When you look beneath all the smoke”—Xavier shakes his arm and his sleeve of vibrant feathers melts away, revealing a shrunken limb covered in sunspots—“there’s always a price to pay for the things we want most.”
Cecilia flips through a pack of cards, tapping her ragged nails against them. “Are you sure the shadow’s worth it? It’ll be the reason why this will end with murder,” she warns.
“So be it,” Xavier replies.
The scene blurs, exploding into little pixels of light that flicker before fading away.
“What was that?” I croak.
Lyric sighs with annoyance. “It was an echo.”
I place a hand on my chest to keep my thumping heart in check. “What’s an echo?”
“A memory trapped on the estate.”
I continue to slow my breathing. “Your uncle trapped his memories?”
Lyric shakes his head. “No, his magic was limited to illusions. He had someone who deals in time magic weave a sort of web.”
An image of a gigantic spider pops into my head.
“The web captures an impression of everything that occurs on the estate and fixes it in time.”
I can’t help my darting eyes, searching for cameras stuck in spiderwebs. “Okay…okay.” I sigh, wrapping my mind around the idea. “That’s what Edwin meant when he said the clues would unlock time.”
“Two points for you,” Lyric jeers.
“Your uncle knew he was going to be murdered,” I whisper, feeling suddenly squeamish.
Lyric yawns. “It appears that way.”
“All for some shadow. What is it?”
Lyric runs his fingers through his hair. “No clue.”
“You’ve never heard of it?”
“Jesus, Mullory, you ask a lot of questions.”
I want to tell him that we’re tangled in a murder mystery and those questions are definitely appropriate, but I remain quiet, like always, sinking into myself at the slightest confrontation.
“It answers our first question, though, doesn’t it? Uncle had to have whatever the hell this shadow thing is, and it got him murdered. Step one complete. Write it down in your little spy notebook,” Lyric says while turning to leave.
“Where are you going?” I take a step forward.
Lyric yawns again. “It’s late.”
“But we need to search for the next clue and unlock more time echoes. We need to…” I pause, hating that I’m itching to write it all down in my notebook. How could I not? I finally finish my thought. “Do more game work. Interrogate witnesses and—”
“You need to stop talking and thinking you can Nancy Drew your way out of this thing. Following Uncle’s rules and playing the game is the only way to win. Tomorrow there will be more clues. Maybe even more murder if we’re lucky.”
My gut tells me he’s lying. “How do I know you won’t start searching yourself?”
“Guess you’ll just have to trust me.” He gives me a mischievous grin. “Partner,” he adds, and saunters out of the gallery, leaving me all alone.
Goose bumps dot my skin, but I ignore them and grab my notebook, quick to write down everything I can remember—the shadow, the map, and the conversations.
I fight my mind, which keeps dredging up the question Mateo challenged me to consider. Why am I here?
“To win,” I whisper at the menacing woman in the portrait.
Her cold eyes unnerve me, stabbing into my back even as I hurry away.




I can’t sleep. I’m too restless.
Whitaker and I stared at our clues, bleary-eyed and stumped, imagining who in our family might be up for murder.
Is it sad that more than one fit the bill?
I slip out of my room, mind racing, heart pumping. A vase of flowers set on a hallway table blooms in response—inky-violet petals unfurl in the moonlight. My skin crawls—the magic laced into this estate is so thick it’s suffocating.
What kind of uncle plans a party with his corpse? The game in place of a funeral.
And so much blood…
The thought of it has me picking at a scab crusted along the crook of my elbow. I know I shouldn’t, that it will cause a scar, but my fingers are restless. Sometimes I don’t feel in control of my own impulses. I just pick and claw, like a marionette on strings.
The walls hum with magic, paintings shift landscapes, and the air smells of powdery-pink bubble gum. Nothing here is real.
I pass my grandpa Salvatore, hobbling in the hall.
“Ah, Ellison. Did you enjoy the party?” Spotted skin sags from his cheekbones and his arthritic fingers awkwardly clutch his knees. Magic kept him young, and now that my father has most of it and is transferring it to Whitaker, Grandpa is nothing but a husk.
“Great time,” I say between my teeth. I especially loved seeing Uncle Xavier’s dead body.
“Sleep well,” he offers, and continues his trek.
How exactly does one “sleep well” with a murderer present?
I round the corner and walk smack into Blade; he stumbles to catch his footing, taking a few quick breaths before hurrying away without a word. I’m not sure why he’s here, but I’m certain I need to keep an eye on him.
I continue aimlessly, following a band of weak light that leads to the kitchen. Several tapered candles are lit in a circle on one of the double islands.
“Ellison, what are you doing up?” My mother eyes me with a look that says You shouldn’t be here. She crushes herbs with a pestle and scoops the fine powders into sachets.
My heart races, fluttering wildly in my chest.
She’s making tea.
“Who’s that for?” I whimper, weak at the knees.
“No one,” my mother snaps. “No one at all.”
I don’t believe her. Secrets cling to her like a cloud of fleas.
“I need my children to have strong minds,” my mother told us when we were little.
“What does that mean?” Lyric asked. He’d always been the one to ask questions.
“It means you need to face your fears to overcome them.”
“I don’t have any fears,” Lyric challenged.
“We’ll see about that.”
Dreams brewed with fear. The type of fear that was so raw and so petrifying it ripped your heart straight from your chest. Nightmares. A childhood of nightmares, that’s what our mother gave us. Our tea always smelled different, but I never dared to ask what kind of hell my brothers went through.
The worst part is that everyone knew. My father. My uncle. Even the staff when we would visit here—our screams and sweat-soaked nightclothes, our terror-stricken faces when we woke.
But that’s not the only reason I can’t stand to be in the same room as her. It’s because of what I saw. My mother rolls the sleeves of her gray cardigan, iron pressed and tailor fit. Steam sifts through a mesh strainer, and she weaves her bony, diamond-speckled fingers through it in a complicated pattern. Pinching and prying nightmares like grains of sugar.
I glare at her. I saw you, I want to scream. But my mother doesn’t look at me; she never really has.
My phone blares in my pocket, an alarm going off, reminding me to do the thing I enjoy least. But it must be done.
I race back to my room, the Lübeck Suite, named and modeled after the city in Germany, rich with medieval architecture. Grandpa Salvatore once told me that Uncle Xavier stole pieces from cities all over the world and hid them in the walls. He was always searching for something, layering his house with riddles.
I’d long given up on solving them.
Another alarm blasts on my phone. It’s time. The cage in the corner rattles beneath a sheet.
“Presents!” Uncle Xavier declared whenever we would visit. “We must always start a visit from my favorite nieces and nephews with presents!”
I’d always wished for treasures from Uncle Xavier’s trove of eclectic items. Candles that burned away worries, lanterns that guided you to your heart’s destination, butterfly wings laced with poems, and a multitude of other beautiful, delicate, lovely things. But no.
“For my delightful niece, Ellison,” he’d said while carting over a metal cage. A pair of rats with milky white eyes hissed, revealing a line of overgrown teeth, yellowed with age.
I recoiled in disgust.
“They’re blind to the present,” Xavier explained. “But they have a most unusual talent to glimpse at a favorable future. Keep them close and you’ll find your endeavors succeed. I’ve named them Foresight and Prophecy,” he said gleefully. “You must pet them regularly so that they are familiar with you and your future ambitions.”
I wanted to scream and run as far as I could from the vile creatures that my uncle was so eager for me to pet.
My mother nudged my back, whispering curtly in my ear. “Don’t embarrass me, Ellison. Your uncle’s given you a gift.”
Ever since, I’ve been forced to pet Foresight and Prophecy once a day even though it makes my flesh crawl. And to my surprise it hasn’t been for nothing. Six months ago, Foresight chewed a name into a stack of wood chips. Julianna. And just in time, too. She’d been plotting to overthrow my position of class president.
I open the latch and reach my hand into the cage, every bit of me brimming with revulsion as my fingers graze their wrinkly skin. For the game, I tell myself. The rats hiss and I squeeze my eyes shut. For the game.




Mullory was right about more than just the periodic table of useless elements—I’m going to investigate this clue on my own. I don’t owe her a damn thing.
Darkness cloaks me as I slip between the rooms and halls that I know better than anyone else. Living with Uncle X, you get good at hiding.
The house is still and sleeping, just the faint tick of the clocks Uncle buried in the walls—they beat like a living heart. “That’s how I keep time, Lyric. Not for you to understand.” Sure, whatever, just like how I don’t understand the need for a game—what a cluster of a mystery Uncle cooked up.
And this shadow, whatever it is, it got him killed. I just need to find it. The best place to start will be the treasury—a secure vault brimming with Uncle’s collection of strange oddities. I take a quick detour to my room to snag my phone, only to find the door slightly ajar.
I pause in the threshold, an uneasy feeling slides across my neck as my eyes roam the shadows. The drawers to my dresser are discarded on the floor, the contents splayed beside my overturned mattress.
Stepping over a pile of books I feel my ears prick at the sound of rustling in the corner, but I’m too slow. Someone slams into my back, throwing me to my knees, a swift elbow to my neck causes me to rock forward and my head collides with the desk corner. Pain explodes across my temples, darkening my vision as rough hands pry the knife from my back pocket.
I’m woozy and disoriented as the figure races out with my knife. Blood trickles down my forehead, sliding over the bump that’s already throbbing as I hoist myself up on unsteady feet. I stagger to the bathroom, smearing the blood across my cheek and sticking my head under the tap.
Shit. Who the hell was that?
I take a few wobbly steps before my vision clears enough for me to rush after my attacker. Anger swells in my chest, deflecting the pain, as I rip through the mansion and run smack into Whitaker.
“You.” I pack the word with hate and betrayal. This is the first we’ve spoken since he got here.
“Lyric.” He rushes to put distance between us and slips something into his back pocket.
Bastard, hasn’t he taken enough from me already? I ram forward, not thinking, pummeling him into the wall and hooking my arm under his. I may have the element of surprise, but he’s always been bigger and stronger. Better in every way. The perfect golden boy.
Whitaker crushes my arm as my fingers strain to reach his pocket and grab back my knife.
“Let go!” he growls.
I try to twist my body, but he throws his weight and slams me to the ground. The wind rushes from my lungs. Whitaker towers over me, shaking his head. Pitying me.
“I know you took it!” I wheeze from the floor, struggling to push myself up.
“You don’t know anything,” he calls over his shoulder.
Fine. Let him have it. He already has everything else. I collapse into the pain and lie in the hallway for a few minutes, gathering my thoughts.
Why does Whitaker want the knife?
How did he even know I had it?
And more importantly, what’s the perfect son hiding?




I wake groggy and confused, unsure if the knock I heard was real, and for one blissful second, I forget about the game. The metal cube resting on my nightstand reminds me otherwise.
“Oh good, you’re awake,” says Whitaker.
“Jesus Christ!” I scream and pull the covers over my head. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Whitaker pleads. The circles under his eyes are a sickly shade of gray.
What’s keeping him up at night? Besides the obvious nightmares.
“We found something,” he adds with a look that asks for forgiveness.
“What the hell are they doing in my room?” Quinby, Martin, and Mateo peek their panicked heads around Whitaker. The three of them must be working together. A strategic move for an outsider to pick my brainiac cousins as partners.
“Ellison, we figured out the first clue,” Whitaker exclaims. Mateo and Co. look to me, hopeful this information will change my mood.
“And them?” I tilt my head at our cousins and Mateo.
“We’re the ones who figured it out and told Whitaker,” Martin answers proudly.
“Just Whitaker?” I narrow my razor-sharp gaze.
Quinby’s glasses fog. “He’s the only one who’s nice to us. If we don’t win, we want it to be him.”
“Well, too bad for you. Whitaker and I always stick together.”
Quinby huffs.
“Are you going to tell me what you found or just stare at me in bed like a creep?”
Whitaker smiles. “The clues unlocked echoes that all began with Uncle Xavier writing our letters and preparing for the game before his—”
“Wait a second.” I raise a palm to silence him. “He’s been planning this?”
“Of course.” Quinby shrugs. “The magic to set this up would have taken months, maybe years. He transformed the whole grounds into a game board. The illusion magic is extremely complex and woven like an algorithm with infinite scenarios depending on the players and the echoes we unlock.”
“Let me get this straight,” I say, trudging through Quinby’s scientific mumbles. “Uncle designed this stupid game just in case he was murdered?”
“Not in case,” Quinby corrects. “He knew he was going to be murdered by someone who was after his magic and who would be willing to—” Quinby runs an imaginary knife across her neck and lolls her head to the side, tongue out.
“How delightful.”
Whitaker gives me a half-hearted shrug.
“Any other good news this morning?”
Whitaker continues. “At the end of the echo, Uncle Xavier said we should find the missing piece.”
The faint throbbing in my head intensifies with the suggestion of another riddle. “Piece of what?”
“The will,” Martin blurts, unable to keep the enthusiasm contained in his twelve-year-old body. Behind her tortoiseshell glasses, Quinby’s hazel eyes roll.
Whitaker flashes him a smile over his shoulder. “It was all Martin. Brilliant, really. He realized that the bottom of the paper ship—the one Uncle’s will folded into—it’s missing the last line and some sort of symbol. A seal or crest, we think.”
My mind recounts Edwin’s reading of the will and how it abruptly ended as if something had been removed.
Martin beams, glowing with the aura of a middle school spelling bee champion. Mateo sulks behind him with his arms crossed at his chest. I can’t help but feel that he’s hiding something. I need to keep an eye on him.
“Great work.” I fake applause.
“You need to try,” Whitaker implores.
“Now?”
“Yes, now.”
Before I know it, I’m traipsing through the halls (in my silk pajama set!) while Quinby and Martin babble on about tellurium and the properties of nitrogen, briefly arguing over the structure of the periodic table. I have absolutely no idea what they’re talking about or how it pertains to the game, but I do know they have a lot of nerve dragging me around before I’ve had a proper cup of coffee.
“Here.” Whitaker ushers me into Uncle’s gallery and points to a portrait of a woman. She looks stone-cold, my kind of girl.
“Place your hand on the painting,” Whitaker instructs.
As soon as my fingertips graze the canvas, the air around us wobbles, distorting time and dislodging a memory.
Uncle Xavier is bent over a thick stack of papers piled on the desk before him. He squints through rose-tinted lenses while shuffling through the pages. “The last part should be hidden,” he cautions while waving an oversize quill in the air. “And it should stay hidden until it’s time.”
A man with his back to us responds. “I can see why you’d want to conceal that part.” There’s a spidery edge to the mystery man’s voice.
“And you can handle this?” questions Uncle. “All of it?”
“This is what my family’s best at,” the man murmurs. “We hide secrets you don’t want your family to find.”
A quiver rolls down the length of my body as the echo dissolves, and I know with absolute certainty that we need to find the missing part of the will, because whatever twisted secret it contains—that’s the reason Uncle was murdered.
Unsettling thoughts creep into my head, as a burning question pushes to the forefront. What was Uncle willing to die for?




It’s only the second day of Uncle’s wretched game.
Seven more brutal days to follow.
Four more unbearable parties.
I wake slumped on the floor beneath a tapestry depicting the lunar cycle—the fine silk threads are pearlescent with moonlight. There’s a kink in the back of my neck and a pulsing pain radiating behind my eyeballs. Bits of dry blood flake from my fingers.
After Whitaker nearly killed me and stole my knife, I hurried to the first logical place I could think of—Uncle X’s treasury, an expansive vault packed with the rare and unusual. A shrine to the bizarre. I spent my winter breaks locked in this room cataloging items while my family skied the Alps.
I rub my eyes as they adjust to the lights I left on, kicking the tapestry to the side. The space is cavernous and each of Uncle’s artifacts are stowed safely behind glass, tucked in soil or frozen beneath ice. I spent the rest of the night scouring the collection, looking for more clues and any mention of the shadow. Whatever the hell it is, it’s the reason Uncle’s dead.
My neck cracks as I right myself and stretch my arms. A line of small, winged skeletons is strung together in one of the cases. Remains of the last colony of Chilean Myotis to exhibit transformative properties, discovered by E. Merrybright.
“Morning,” I say, tipping my head to the creepy bat skeletons. I kick a pile of books out of my way. With all my searching and poking I’d only found one reference, in a collection of Medical Mysteries Believed to Be Cured by Magical Means.
After enduring seventeen bites by an agitated cluster of saw-scaled vipers (chis carinatus), the victim in question was pronounced dead as his heart had stopped and no pulse could be found. However, two hours later said victim woke without any trace of the poison in his system. He was perfectly well with a rigorous heart rate of eighty beats per minute.


The passage made me want some of the snakes for myself, but the article hadn’t mentioned anything about a shadow. My uncle had scribbled in the margins.
Reverse death. Shadow!


And judging by the bleeding ink and the number of circles he scrawled around it, I think he was quite certain. Probably would’ve been useful to have a death-reversing object before you died, Uncle.
I slip out of the treasury, careful not to be seen. I decide to change from my rumpled, obviously slept-in outfit and poach two croissants from the kitchen along the way. I have every intention of continuing my search, but voices carrying from the library provide an even better alternative.
Whitaker trails Mullory, tensing with worry every time she climbs the rolling ladder to reach a book. I don’t get his morbid fixation, but I won’t pass up an opportunity to infuriate him. Not after last night. What else are brothers for? Besides trying to kill each other.
“Mullory,” I call, forcing my voice to be light as air as I stroll in. Whitaker’s knuckles blanch around the book he’s holding, and the muscles in his neck twitch. It takes immense restraint not to smile. “I was just looking for you.”
Not really. But what a great surprise.
Mullory turns. “I was wondering where you were—” She gasps, raising a hand to her mouth when she spots the bruised lump on my head, and hurries down the ladder. “What happened?” She extends an arm, fingers reaching. Her gray eyes full of concern.
For a moment I’m still as stone; I don’t dare breathe. Mullory inches closer, her fingertips barely brush my forehead—the faintest of touches that somehow sears my skin. I don’t know what to do with this—pain I can handle, but not this. I quickly twist away.
Whitaker is silent, squirming in the corner. The coward.
“Ask him.” I point a finger in my brother’s direction.
Whitaker flinches and sweeps his golden hair to the side; his eyes dart to Mullory before he opens his mouth and promptly shuts it.
I throw what looks like a brotherly punch but connect with his bicep as fiercely as I can. “No hard feelings.” I wink at Whitaker. “I’m glad you stopped by.” Hopefully he can read between the lines. I’m onto you. Just waiting for the literal stolen knife in my back.
“Maybe I’ll see you later.” Mullory shrugs, waving Whitaker off.
“Just be careful, okay?” He casts her a warning glance.
Oh, come on. It’s always the same tired rant with Whitaker. Lyric’s dangerous. Lyric’s a threat. Back at you, brother.
“I promise to make sure she wears a seatbelt and eats her vegetables,” I call out to him as he leaves. “Bye, bye, brother.” I keep my voice steady, not letting the anger sizzling beneath my skin take over. Before last night I hadn’t spoken a word to him in months. How could I? He was too busy being the apple of our family’s eye. Whitaker put on his shoes today! How great! Whitaker blew his nose into a tissue! Can you believe it? Is there anything the wonder boy can’t do?
Mullory, however, doesn’t seem to be fazed. Maybe she’s immune to his charm and golden lacquer. I can’t help but notice the faint shadows beneath her eyes.
“Rough night?” I ask, all smiles.
“I was busy,” she says while pushing a wobbly stack of books across the floor. “I was thinking about the echo and—”
“Did my brother help you? He’s so considerate like that,” I interrupt, because I just can’t help myself.
“No, he didn’t,” she says genuinely, completely missing the entire point of my question. She taps her notebook to get my attention.
Maybe it’s her sweet demeanor or her lack of response that strikes a nerve, but rage bubbles inside me. “You don’t know him, or anything about my family.”
“I don’t,” she agrees.
“Exactly my point. You shouldn’t be here. You don’t deserve to be here, just a random invitation out of pity.”
Mullory’s cheeks redden and her lip wobbles.
Go on, cry, I think, willing myself to break her. I take a step nearer, towering over her. Waiting.
“All that matters is that I’m here.” She places a hand on my wrist, a touch so light it stings. “I’m not like your family,” she says, mustering up courage. “So, stop treating me like them.”
I inhale sharply, withering under Mullory’s touch. Suddenly, I feel like the one who should be cowering. Who the hell is this girl? I yank my hand away, swallowing hard while folding my arms across my chest. I want to scream. This girl is dragging me through an emotional storm that I want no part of. “Maybe you should just take a hint from everyone else and leave me the hell alone.”
Mullory holds my gaze, gray eyes glistening. “If that’s what you want.”
My stomach drops, her resistance to engage in a fight has me off-kilter. I’m used to confrontation and yelling—I thrive in chaos—but this is too peaceful. It’s maddening. Shit. I might still need her in the game. “No,” I shout, before calming back down. “It’s just…” I grind my molars together, physically fighting the next words. “I’m not used to working with someone. Uncle raised me to work alone.” My pride withers with the admission, and I suddenly feel itchy and cracked open and uncomfortably exposed. It doesn’t need saying, but I despise the feeling.
Mullory doesn’t push the topic, she only nods. “I’m used to being alone, too,” she whispers.
For a split second I hate that she seems sad, and then I instantly hate myself more for even having the thought.
“What were you saying before?” I grumble, shifting focus back to the game.
Mullory props up her notebook. Looping, half-mad notes take up every square inch. “I was thinking about the echo. We know Xavier was looking for this shadow thing, and that someone murdered him to get it. Solving our first question—why?”
“Yeah, got that already.”
Mullory bites her lip, hesitantly. “But how can we find the shadow if we don’t even know what it is? I scoured the library searching for any mention, but nothing. Then I found this wedged beside the fireplace.” She holds out a dusty book with a ratty spine.
“And?”
“And the last few pages were torn out, but these lines were still intact.”
I eye the remaining fragment. What does death fear most? Keep it close, as tight to your side as your own shadow. There will be a price to pay for such power.
“It’s the same question that was in the gallery. And it says shadow!” Mullory proclaims, bouncing on her tiptoes.
“I can read.”
Mullory falls back to the balls of her feet. “Don’t you think it means the shadow?”
“Possibly.”
“Let’s keep looking. Maybe there’s another book hiding in here.”
“Yeah maybe.” I don’t share that I’ve already found one, because if I’m being honest, I’ve never been one to share.




Six quarters and three gum wrappers are all I have after searching the niches and cracks of the library for another hour. I’m trying not to stare at Lyric or the nasty bruise on his forehead. There’s something festering between him and his brother, a wound I might not be able to see, but one I can tell is still raw.
Whitaker was acting odd before Lyric found us—jumping at the slightest sound, clearing his throat every few minutes as if he was anticipating something. Curiosity spurs me to address Lyric.
“Your brother seemed off,” I say, trying to sound casual as my voice squeaks.
Lyric pauses and runs his fingers across several book spines. “Off how?”
I wrap my arms to my chest, considering how to best explain. “I don’t know, just a feeling I got.”
“A feeling. That’s extremely helpful,” Lyric deadpans.
I swing my arms to my side, frustrated. “It’s like he was hiding something.”
Lyric studies my face, deep in thought. His lips part as if he might say something, but he thinks better of it and quickly turns his back to me. “Everyone in this family is hiding something,” he says coldly.
We continue the search in icy silence. I’m on the floor, my head stuffed awkwardly beneath a green chaise longue when Lyric calls my name. Naturally, I don’t miss the opportunity to smack my head against the underside.
“Shit,” Lyric curses, and clutches his arm to his chest, dropping a slender book to the ground. The pages growl and snap shut like the jowls of an angry beast.
I jump back. “What happened?”
“My uncle happened,” Lyric grunts, squatting near the book and eyeing it uneasily. He tentatively reaches out his hand, but as soon as his fingertips skim the cover, the pages morph into a row of curved fangs that clamp around his wrist. Lyric howls in agony, releasing it once more.
My entire body goes rigid. Edwin’s warning rings clear in my ears. “Participants are warned that there may be a price to pay.”
“It’s all an illusion,” Lyric explains. “It’s not really biting, but it feels like it. It hurts like hell,” he adds. I have the gut-sickening feeling that he’s speaking from experience.
“That’s cruel.” The words slip from beneath my breath.
Lyric ignores me as he plucks the book from the ground. Razor-sharp teeth sink into the flesh of his wrist and ropey saliva spews on the floor as he pries at the cover. Blood seeps from the pages currently locked around his arm.
Lyric growls and finally wedges open the book, and the teeth vanish. I expect fear and pain, but all that blazes behind his dark brown eyes is anger. Pure white-hot anger.
It stirs something inside of me. Because beneath the wanting and the waiting and the doing my best is an ember of my own rage—it simmers with resentment at my mom. For leaving. For not coming back.
Lyric keeps turning the pages, his hands unscathed.
“I’m fine,” he warns. I keep my lips sealed.
The pages are all blank except for one.
Look where I was found.


Lyric mumbles under his breath. “Sicko.” And then he’s stomping out of the library, pausing at the door. “You coming or what?”
I follow half-heartedly. I’m not particularly thrilled with the idea of going to the place Xavier Stoutmire was murdered.
“My uncle was found in his bed Monday morning,” Lyric explains as I quicken my pace to follow him down the stairs.
“So we’re going to his bedroom?”
“We need the key first.”
“Who has—” But I don’t finish my sentence as Lyric jumps from the stairs and runs smack into Edwin.
Lyric is a few inches taller, and he narrows his gaze at the head of staff. “We need to go to my uncle’s bedroom. Now.” His tone is direct.
Edwin wipes his brow with his sleeve before his green eyes flicker between Lyric and me. “Both of you?”
“Now,” Lyric growls.
Edwin pauses, uncertainty furrowed in his brow, before finally relenting. “Certainly, follow me.”
Xavier Stoutmire’s private quarters span the entirety of the fourth floor, concealed behind two enormous brass doors. Edwin whips a ring of keys from his pocket, inserting one into the jaws of a wolf-shaped doorknob. Not creepy or foreboding in the slightest.
As soon as the doors creak open, I startle, releasing something between a scream and a whimper. Three large, monstrous wolves guard the entrance, canines exposed, drool dripping.
“Stop whining. They’re not real.” Lyric elbows past me. “Over-the-top magical protection,” he says.
I want to tell him he has the delicate, empathetic touch of a grizzly bear, but I bite my tongue.
Edwin pulls a whistle from his coat. “Allow me to quell the illusion.”
“Has anything been moved in here?” Lyric asks as the wolves vanish. He’s paused near the doorway, eyes locked on a pair of slippers.
Seriously, slippers?
“Not a thing, Mr. Lyric.”
I wait for Edwin to enter, but he shakes his head. “I don’t like to pass where spirits might linger.”
I feign a smile. Perfect. Lingering spirits. I fight the overwhelming urge to jump out of my skin, and take a step inside.
Xavier Stoutmire’s bedroom is extraordinary—an ornate, elaborate spectacle. Everything is shimmering gold and deep purple, lush and opulent. The massive headboard is constructed from peacock feathers, thousands of them quilted together into a fan of tremendous plumage. The tips of golden grasses sway in a wall mural as a tiger stalks between the reeds. A fiery sunset of melting purples and pinks blazes across the ceiling. I can feel the faint, lingering rays of the sun on my arms.
But Lyric is fixed on the slippers. Ordinary and brown. I don’t get it.
I push past my own fears, taking a cautious step closer to the bed…to where it happened.
“Stop!” Lyric yells, and I freeze.
Lyric rushes over, flailing his arms with annoyance. “Don’t move,” he orders as he sinks to a crouch. “Do you know what this is?” He runs his fingers over some sort of fluffy rug.
I want to state the obvious. That it’s a rug. “No.”
“This rug contains the rarest threads from each continent, stitched together by a dreamweaver.”
“Interesting.” I gulp, not sure where Lyric’s going with this.
“Uncle didn’t let anyone walk on it unless they had washed their feet or put on sterile slippers. He was afraid it might muddy up his dreams.”
I stare back at Lyric, suddenly self-conscious of my filthy high-tops, but he ignores me, sifting his hands through the fine fibers. He carefully tweezes a few bits of something from the filaments. Specks of brown that he places in a tissue, and pockets.
Before I can ask what they are, Lyric interrogates Edwin. “Tell me again where you found him.”
“On Monday morning I found him in his bed, right there.” He points an unsteady finger. I can’t help but feel awful for Edwin, for what it must have been like.
Lyric considers his answer, mulling something over in his head.
“What is it?” I whisper.
“Edwin found Uncle X in his bed, but this isn’t where he was killed,” he says with conviction.
“It’s not?”
Lyric shakes his head and paces back to the door, picking up the slippers. “Uncle would have made sure to put these on in his bedroom. And if he had, he would have placed them near his bed before getting in. He was a stickler for routine.”
My heart skips around in my chest, eyes darting to the bed. I’m not sure if it’s my fear or if the twinge of pink on the white linens is actually blood. “So, you’re saying…”
“The murder happened somewhere else. Whoever did it carried him here after.”
I don’t know why this is the detail that breaks the fragile scaffolding holding me up. I keep refusing to acknowledge this as anything but a game. But the thought of someone placing his cold, decaying body back in his bed—that’s the thought that breaks me. A tear of pure terror slips down my cheek.




Fourteen.
The number of browsers open on my screen. My eyes are strained and watery from the harsh blue light.
I’ve catapulted myself down an abysmal hole of convoluted legal jargon, researching inheritance to help reveal what might be missing from Uncle’s will. “We hide secrets you don’t want your family to find.” Instinct tells me it won’t be some sappy inspirational quote.
I readjust the tablet on my lap, streaming classical music to block out Foresight and Prophecy. They’re usually docile during the day, but the estate has them squealing.
I get it. I want to go home, too.
But first, the game. Time to dig deeper. Like almost everything else, references to magic can be found on the internet; you just need to know where to look.
According to a website I found in a hidden Reddit post entitled “CraftMagik,” drawing up a will that contains transferable magic without a named heir is not only rare and complex—it’s highly dangerous. Familial magic is feral. There’s a gene mutation, something with a clump of letters for a name—LBJX5—that allows magic to pass organically.
“Magic uses us just as much as we use it,” my grandpa always says. “It does not like to be caged, only wielded. We are merely a conduit.”
But to halt or redirect the flow of magic goes against its basic principles. It’s unnatural to hoard magic. That’s why most people have children or name an heir.
But what if you don’t? What if you want to tie it up in a will just in case you’re murdered and want to invite your family to your estate to play some twisted game?
A user named SmartMage78 is certain wills of magical inheritance that don’t explicitly name an heir require some sort of binding seal to keep the magic tethered. As they so eloquently put it, It, like, has to go somewhere, man. There’s an interesting thread from a PartyP23. I’m willing to overlook the asinine username, but only because I’m desperate for information.
PartyP23: Lagunes family?
SpellSmith12: and they are?
PartyP23: they’re like lawyers of the magical community…contracts that are ironclad, wills that allow the transfer of magic.
SpellSmith12: what makes them special?
PartyP23: they can wield a binding seal.
SmartMage78: wouldn’t mess with them!!!
My heart rate spikes as I grapple to connect the dots. Was the man from the echo part of the Lagunes family? I’ve heard the Lagunes name before, whispered between my parents. But all I can remember is that they’re considered a “neutral family,” which means they don’t recognize the council.
I follow PartyP23 even further and I’m eventually rewarded with a doodle—a looped squiggle that looks like a smooshed infinity sign wedged between overlapping circles. PartyP23 is confident that Dude, it’s definitely a binding seal. Bingo. How could I not trust a source with a name like PartyP23? I fumble in my bag, grabbing a lipstick (Dior Rouge Rose), and copy the seal onto a sheet of paper before tossing it into Foresight and Prophecy’s cage.
“Be on the lookout for that, will you?”
Foresight sniffs the lipstick-stained sheet before sinking his yellowing teeth into it. I resist the urge to vomit.
I stretch my legs from their cramped position on the bed and minimize my searches. My eyes need a break, and my brain needs a distraction.
As I near the foyer, several voices carry upward, one of which slithers down my spine, lodging ice between my vertebrae.
“Ellison.” My mother greets me with a painted-on smile, her arm skirting the side of Lord Thorn. His oily, dark hair is split by a streak of red that coils around his ear. His eyes are lifeless dark pits. I bite into my tongue until I taste blood.
“Ellison is overwhelmed by the entire process,” my mother says, strolling in front of me with excuses. She taps Lord Thorn’s arm and the action lights my skin on fire.
“Where’s Father?” I ask. It’s the only question I know that will cause her to falter.
But she doesn’t miss a beat. “I haven’t the slightest idea.”
I want to scream and claw at my mother’s smug face, but my mind slips in time.
By age ten, I’d had enough of my mother’s nightmares. Things that crawled and slithered beneath my skin as the dirt closed in around me. I could feel each one like a tiny grain of sand, and I’d wake covered in scratches, my fingernails raw because of my mother’s tea. She used them on friends, brewing enlightenment and courage, but to her children, she always gave nightmares.
With time, I began to wise up. Tonight, I’d fight the nightmares. I took a sip of the tea, sloshing it to the folds of my cheeks before hurrying to bed and spitting it into a potted plant. Easy as pie.
But without the calming effects of valerian root, I twisted myself up in my blankets, unable to sleep. I needed a glass of milk. I tiptoed light as a feather through the halls, slipping down the stairs on my bum, skipping past the floorboards that creaked. It was late and dark, and the house groaned as if I had jostled it from a deep slumber. I made sure to tap each of the banisters twice. Even numbers always.
I held the bunched ends of my nightgown, a frilly pale pink and lace ensemble, and padded carefully through the foyer. My toes curled on the cold marble. Pale light and whispers slipped out from beneath the closed doors of my father’s study. My heart skipped a beat, and I crept closer, eager to see my father. He always looked so serious, but he made time to dazzle me with stories crafted from flames. Fire fables he called them, twisting the fire with his magic, and warming the room with blazing trees and birds with tails of ash.
I wedged open the door and peered inside. My father’s grand walnut desk was empty. The books on his shelves asleep. My spirit lifted at the sight of a fire, but no animals sprung from the warmth. Facing the fire, atop a leather couch, sat my mother and Lord Thorn. Their nearness perplexed me. Why was my mother stroking his cheek?
“Will your husband not wake?” Lord Thorn asked.
My mother laughed. “I gave him a dream.” She leaned in and kissed him. I rubbed my eyes, sure that I was trapped in another nightmare.
The sudden pop of a balloon breaks my trance, snapping me back to the present.
“Ellison!”
I look up, shaking away the haze, reorienting myself in the foyer. My mother and Lord Thorn are gone, and something is dripping down my wrist. I realize I’m holding a teacup of thin china, glazed with gold-leaf peonies. Hot tea bubbles over the sides, streaming from an endless source. It reeks of magic.
“Oh good.” Whitaker sighs as he hurries in front of me. “You got one, too.”
I eye Whitaker’s teacup—mint green with tiny prancing horses—tea spills over the rim, dripping down his forearm.
“What…I…”
“Come on.” Whitaker waves his free hand. “It’s the next clue.”
I don’t move, I’m too disoriented. Too freaked out by the teacup in my hand.
“Look at the steam,” he implores. “It’s an invitation to the next party, come on.”
I read the message written in wisps of steam.
Looking to solve the mystery of when? Join us for murder in the tearoom.






My palm is muddied with ink as I jot down notes from Xavier’s bedroom while simultaneously nibbling on a cucumber sandwich. Lyric stalks the library, wobbling the tray of half-eaten lunch teetering precariously on the edge of an ottoman.
I’m mid-bite when a black balloon appears, hovering before my nose with fine gold script.
When did I die? Murder and more mystery in the tearoom!


“Lyric,” I whisper, afraid to disturb it.
“I see it,” he says just as it bursts, filling the room with the scent of raspberry scones. Time for the next party.
It’s only when I stand that I realize I’m holding the handle of a teacup I never picked up. I trace a finger through the ribbons of rising steam, and warm moisture beads on my skin. The teacup—a periwinkle blue with a pattern of moths—feels delicate and breakable between my fingers.
Magic. It’s just another word for the strange—the vagueness I assigned to whatever would creep beneath the floorboards or slither between the weeds searching for my mom. Even so, I’m still in awe.
“Get moving,” Lyric orders as he skids past me, sloshing tea from his cup onto the hallway rug—no puddles accumulate where it falls.
“Okay, okay.” I pick up my pace. We take a staircase that winds like the folds of a snail shell to a set of gold-leaf doors. The tearoom is on the lower level of the estate, and thick curtains the color of moss cover the back wall. It feels very much like a theater from Shakespearean times. Several candelabras cast flickering light that swirls with the steam rising from seven teapots arranged on the low set table. Oversize crimson cushions with golden tassels are propped beneath. The air is milky and floral, and a hint of something spicy wavers on the surface.
Quinby, Martin, and Mateo are already seated, hands folded, eyes sharp.
“This way, Miss Mullory.” Edwin gives a gentle tug. One sleeve of his velour blazer is a forest green, the other a garnet red—he matches the decor perfectly. He lifts my teacup, which is now mysteriously empty, places it beside a matching pot, and gestures to a cushion. I can’t help but notice that his skin is pale and sallow.
I fold onto my knees and scoot forward until the table skims my waist.
Mateo leans close. “How’s it going?”
I run my finger along the edge of my teacup. “It’s definitely going.” I leave out certain details, like how my partner is a ticking time bomb or that Zolan believes that death becomes me.
“It’s only just begun,” Mateo whispers.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean the closer we get to the end, the more reckless they’ll become. There isn’t anything or anyone they’ll let stand in their way.”
I loop my finger through the delicate handle crafted to look like a wing. “If they’re so dangerous, why are you staying?”
Mateo glances around the table and fidgets with his hands before dropping his voice to a whisper. “I’ll tell you this much: I’m not here by choice.”
My skin prickles with warning and I want to ask what he means, but Lyric wedges his way between us before I have the chance.
“Don’t mind me.” He shoves an elbow into Mateo’s side.
Edwin hurries Whitaker and Ellison to their seats and briskly counts us off. “Seven, that will do it! The next clues are at the bottom of your teapots; you must finish the tea to continue.” He says it like this is standard procedure. “You have one hour,” Edwin adds with a stiff smile.
“Why do we have to finish the tea?” Quinby asks, hand raised like a dutiful pupil.
Edwin winks. “All part of the game, Miss Quinby. Just following orders.” He pulls a ring of keys from his pocket as he slips toward the door. “That is all. One hour,” he repeats.
“Wait,” Ellison cries out. “Did my mother make it?”
But Edwin is gone. The lock clicks in place and his footsteps fade into the distance.
Quinby is the first to investigate—verifying that the front and back doors are locked. She runs her fingers along the panes of the windows. “Sealed,” she mumbles with annoyance. “We’re stuck.”
“I won’t drink it,” Ellison declares, pushing away from the table, turning up her nose. Her porcelain skin has taken on a greenish hue. I eye the teapot suspiciously.
“They can’t keep us here,” says Martin shakily.
“And why not?” Lyric snaps. His voice ricochets around the table like a bullet.
“Because we’re not prisoners,” Quinby counters.
I nudge Lyric. “You’ll drink it, right?”
I’m certain he won’t back down from a dare, but Lyric squirms, running a hand through the waves of his swooped hair. “I…Do you think it’s hers, Ellison?” His voice cracks.
“We’re locked in a room with tea, Lyric. Sounds like Mother’s idea of a holiday party.”
“What’s wrong with your mother’s tea?” I ask.
Lyric ignores me, eyeing the tea warily.
Whitaker is the one to answer instead. “She can brew dreams into it,” he says.
“Dreams, that’s one way to put it.” Lyric snorts.
I sink into my cushion, fear rising, although I’m not sure why. It’s only tea. Martin and Quinby are tight in a huddle of whispers, while Ellison and Whitaker bicker.
“I can’t,” Ellison whines, locking her arms at her chest. “What are you looking at?” she barks at me, and I quickly glance away.
“Look,” Martin exclaims. Steam swirls in shades of lilac, mint, and pale yellow, twisting like spun ice cream. The colors melt into looping script.
Murder, bubbling with mystery and a cup of tea.


Unlock the right clues, set my memories free.


Tread lightly, time is a bloody tangle.


Eyes on the future, find the right angle.


Warmest wishes from death,


Uncle Xavier


“Not disturbing in the slightest,” says Ellison.
Lyric repeats the strange rhyme several times under his breath. “Memorize it,” he orders.
I nod, locking it to memory.
Tension at the table rises with the thickening steam. Martin cracks the silence with a childlike snicker. “Don’t you think it’s weird the person responsible is here? The murderer could be at this table.” He smiles like it’s a joke. But as it turns out jokes don’t sit well with this group.
“Clearly, there’s one of us who had the most motive. One of us who was here the night of the murder,” Quinby howls at Lyric. “One of us who doesn’t have any magic to inherit!” Her glasses fog from the effort. “One of us who has already—”
“If I was going to kill him, I’d have done it years ago.” Lyric slams his fists, spilling a river of tea between saucers. The tea quickly siphons back to the pots, not a drop wasted. I can’t help but wonder what Quinby was going to say.
“You and Martin are certainly smart enough for murder,” Ellison counters.
“And what about him?” Whitaker points to Mateo.
I can’t understand this supposed family…. Why not share the inheritance? Why not a truce? There’s certainly enough money for everyone.
“Why can’t we just split it?” I finally propose to the table. This stuns them into silence.
“Seriously?” Ellison flips her blond hair over her shoulder. “Did we not just give you that very elaborate lesson last night?”
“She doesn’t understand,” Whitaker says like he’s apologizing on my behalf.
“No, I get that magic—”
“No sharing. No keeping. Basic rule of magic. Don’t forget the death fly,” Martin interjects.
“The death fly?”
Martin giggles, and a curl of dark hair bounces above his eyebrow. “You know, the children’s story. The one they tell kids to teach them lessons.”
“No, but I’d like to hear it,” I encourage Martin. I’d rather a children’s story than all the bickering.
“Waste of time,” Ellison grumbles.
Martin beams, raising his spoon like a microphone, and clears his throat. “Once upon a time, there was a man with magic that was both eerie and beautiful. He could grant ghosts one day in the world of the living, gifting them time to say goodbye to loved ones. The man had two children, whom he loved very much. Mother used to say their names were Margo and Quincy and—”
“No one cares about their names, Martin. Get on with it,” Ellison orders.
“Fine. One day, a terrible storm took the boat that the man’s wife and children were on. The man wept for three weeks before he brought his family’s ghosts back, but this only drove the man mad with grief. He ignored the rules and he let his magic build. It grew stronger and stranger, and the man felt like maybe if he held on, perhaps he could bring his children back for good. The man was warned again and again to begin the transfer of his magic, to name a different heir. But he refused. The magic continued to grow, spreading like a sickness until he no longer had control and…boom.” Martin tosses his arms in the air, clacking the spoon to the floor.
“What happened?” I ask.
Martin grins. “The magic exploded out of him.”
“And the fly?”
“Oh right,” Martin declares with delight. “It happened to be buzzing by. All that terribly powerful magic stuck in a teensy, little fly.” Martin pinches two fingers together, reminding me how large a fly is.
“Bravo.” Ellison applauds sarcastically. “Sing us ‘Old MacDonald’ next, please.”
“I liked the story,” I assure a wounded-looking Martin. He perks up with a smile.
A trickle of sweat runs down my neck and I wriggle on my cushion, unsticking my legs. “Is it hot in here?” I ask, hands fanning my face.
Whitaker wipes his brow and tugs at his shirt collar. “It’s getting warm.”
Ellison pushes up her sleeves. Mention of the heat has everyone aware of the rising temperature, only worsened by the sauna-like steam. Moisture beads, humid and stifling like an August day in Florida.
Lyric darts to his feet and yanks off his sweater, revealing a thin cotton undershirt. “Uncle’s a bastard.”
It only gets hotter.
I unbutton my flannel, along with a layer of my pride, revealing a scanty camisole.
Everyone follows suit, peeling back layers appropriate for this autumn frost. Everyone but Mateo. He remains perfectly still, bundled in his black turtleneck. Sweat pours down his face, drenching the sweater that clings to his skin.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.” He swallows, swaying in the heat.
Quinby offers up an explanation. “The magic is making the room unbearable, so we’ll drink the tea.” She fans herself with a limp napkin. “I imagine it will only get worse.”
Worse? I feel like my brain is melting.
And then without warning, Mateo pours tea into his cup and downs the entirety of it. Quinby and Martin give a quick glance before filling their cups from Mateo’s pot.
“That’s cheating,” Ellison scolds.
Quinby sticks her tongue out. “That’s winning. One pot, he never said we couldn’t share.”
The rest of us watch…waiting for…I’m not sure what.
Mateo slurps the last few drops, licking his lips. Something clatters, like a stone tossed down an empty well. Quinby removes the top of the pot and tips it over. A key the color of daffodils falls out along with the tea sachet. A matching yellow door appears on the wall.
Martin and Quinby scramble to stand as Mateo quickly inserts the key and all three of them slip out of the room and vanish along with the door.
The rest of us are left in a hellish inferno—hot tea steaming in our faces.




Enough is enough. Salt coats my tongue as sweat drips down my upper lip. Screw it, time to make a move.
“Thirsty?” I ask Mullory while dragging her teapot toward us. If my cousins are going to cheat, so am I.
Her skin is flushed, and several damp curls cling to her forehead. She raises the teacup to her lips, pausing. “Why is your sister so worried? She’s kind of freaking me out.”
I glance at Ellison, who’s hyperventilating, refusing to be consoled, snapping at anyone who stares. I shift uncomfortably. “Don’t worry about her.”
I gulp the tea, which is icy and refreshing, despite the heat illusion.
“Can you tell if…” Mullory nods to her cup and whispers to spare Ellison the torment. “Is it your mother’s?”
I tip the teapot, pouring another cup. “This lacks my mother’s toxic touch.”
Mullory lifts an eyebrow, expecting an explanation.
I ignore her, slurping loudly. I don’t owe her anything, especially any explanations of my family.
Mullory slugs down the last bit of tea, sighing with relief.
“Ladies first.” I nudge the empty teapot.
Mullory tips it over, catching the key and tea sachet that had been waiting at the bottom. As soon as they graze her palm, a grass-green door materializes on the wall, and Mullory springs from her cushion.
The key is a perfect fit, and the door creaks ominously as Mullory passes through. I take a moment to glance over my shoulder, my face twisted in a sly grin. Whitaker watches, looking panic-stricken. I grin wider. I don’t understand his strange obsession with Mullory Prudence.
Enjoy your tea, brother.
As soon as I step through the threshold the door disappears behind us.
“This is it?” Mullory circles the room, which is the size of a large broom closet. I run a hand along the stone wall, coarse and cold beneath my skin. A single high-set window is covered in bars, making it feel as quaint as a jail cell. A solitary cot sags in the corner with a rusty bucket propped beside it. Flecks of something foul float on the surface.
“At least it’s not so hot,” Mullory declares, sinking into the cot. Not hot at all. I stretch out my arms, letting the cool air kiss every bit of skin.
“Have you been to this room before?” she asks.
I give the grayish stone walls a kick. “I could ask you the same. Probably reminds you of home.”
“I’m serious.”
“No. It might not even exist. Don’t forget the potentially mind-altering tea we scarfed down.”
Mullory ignores me, searching the bare contents of the room. “So that’s it? Lock us in a room without an exit? There must be a reason. Maybe there’s an echo trapped somewhere?” She taps the walls.
I crouch to the floor and let the cool stones knead my back. “Or my uncle just enjoys torturing people. Family especially.”
“Why?” Mullory crinkles her brows.
“Who knows.”
“But you’ve spent a lot of time with him?” Mullory asks, waiting for me to elaborate.
Every summer, holiday, and weekend since forever. The past eleven years, I didn’t even return to my parents’. But why should I tell her? “Maybe,” I answer smugly.
“Shouldn’t that be to our advantage? Can’t you guess how the game should go?”
I flinch at her choice of words. The game is mine, not ours. “Nothing my uncle did was random. There was always a purpose, it just wasn’t always straightforward.”
Mullory springs up. “Then there must be something here we’re missing.” She marches around the room, taking stock. “A cot, a bucket.”
“And the letter.”
Mullory whips around. “What letter?”
“The one addressed to you that’s sitting on the bed.”
Mullory rushes over and tears open the envelope. Somehow her pale complexion becomes even paler.
“Read it,” I order. “Whatever nasty thing Uncle has planned, I’ve already faced it.”
Mullory’s lower lip trembles. “‘A poison brewed and steeped in tea. Release your deepest fear to step free.’”
Okay, so maybe he’s never actually poisoned me before. “Damn it!” I scream, throwing my fist into the metal frame of the cot.
Mullory skirts away like a scared chicken. “It’s some sort of metaphor, right?” Her voice ripples with uncertainty.
I don’t respond and instead put my dripping sweater back on, suddenly overcome by feverish chills, the anger inside of me my only spot of warmth.
Mullory clutches her elbows. I’m certain she can feel it, too. The feverish cold that follows a sweat, the body trying to regulate temperature.
“One thing my uncle wasn’t was a liar. It is what it says it is.” My sweat-soaked cashmere clings to my skin like a layer of frost.
“It can’t be poison,” Mullory declares between chattering teeth.
“Why, because you say so? Are you enjoying the game yet?”
Mullory whimpers and curls onto the floor. “We just need to do as it says. Confront our deepest fear.”
“Well, go on then,” I say.
Mullory straightens, and takes a deep breath. “I’m afraid of heights,” she says loudly, as if raising her voice will make any difference.
I clap my hands together twice. “Very original.”
“Why don’t you try then?”
I stuff my hands beneath my armpits as my head begins to fog. “I’m afraid of centipedes.”
Mullory snorts. “Your greatest fear?” Her nose crinkles with disbelief.
“Too many legs. It’s not right,” I say with a shiver, partly from the fever. “Doesn’t matter anyway. I didn’t see a door appear anywhere.”
“We need to keep trying.”
“Fine. Clowns.”
“Clowns are fun,” Mullory protests.
This girl is a monster. “What? People shouldn’t smile so much in face paint. It’s unnatural.”
“No clowns. No fun.” She pouts. “I’ll try again. Guns, swords, explosives, spears?” Mullory chucks her answers at the ceiling.
“Excellent weapons. You forgot cannons.”
“Drowning?” Mullory says meekly, pleading with the game.
Pride has an iron-clad grip over me, even as my own body revolts against it. What is my greatest fear? I won’t dare confront it. But Mullory just needs to admit to whatever stupid little thing really scares her. “Try harder,” I order.
Mullory pushes herself up to her elbows, grunting. “Burning alive!” she yells.
“Sharks!” I counter.
The freckles surrounding Mullory’s lips twitch. “Poisonous spiders.”
“Poisonous cats,” I scream without thinking.
Mullory stares at me strangely.
I don’t retract my answer. Pride makes me stand by my poisonous cats. But internally I’m beating my forehead against the wall.
A giggle slips from Mullory’s lips, light and musical, before it trickles to her belly, and she’s doubled over. Delirious with manic laughter. I have to bite my cheeks to keep my own laugh inside. I don’t want to let it out and my face must be filled like a balloon, because it only makes her laugh harder, until she’s rolling like some sort of animal.
I open my lips ever so slightly to take a breath and the laugh falls out. Something I haven’t done in quite a while. It’s one of those things, like riding a bike, or whatever the stupid saying is. I’m laughing so hard my eyes water. And I haven’t any idea what’s so funny…but I think that’s the point.
Mullory’s laughter fades into a line of adorable hiccups. Not adorable, disgusting. And then I’m pissed all over again.
Mullory doesn’t seem to notice, because she’s clutching her stomach and rocking unsteadily.
I can feel it, too, the pinch in my gut and the throbbing in my head and the sensation of weight being tied to my arms. Pulling and pulling…
“I feel awful,” Mullory croaks. “I’d rather pet a poisonous cat.” She fires a smile directly at me.
And damn it, I smile back. I blame the fluttering in my stomach on the poison.
“Keep trying?” she asks as her eyes glaze over.
“Okay,” I whisper. “Rabid dogs.”
“Snakes on a plane.”
“I think that’s a movie.”
“Still scary,” Mullory says with her head pressed to the ground. Her breathing begins to rasp as she grabs the edge of the cot and hoists herself up. “Only one bed,” she mumbles, and pulls the lone blanket over her legs. “Ladies first.”
“Well, I’m next,” I say between breaths. My body fights my attempt to stay vertical, and I slide back to the ground like a scoopful of oatmeal. “Keep going,” I yell when Mullory’s eyes begin to flutter.
“Slugs,” she mumbles.
“Really?” I pant.
“Too…slimy.”
“What about snails?” I ask.
“Snails are okay. The shells are nice. I like bats. Weird but cool.”
“Weird but cool,” I agree. A stab in my gut reminds me that Mullory Prudence and I have nothing in common. “But not really that cool. Bats that is,” I clarify.
Every nerve in my body screams at me to succumb to sleep. I pinch my arm to refocus my attention. I won’t dare share my deepest fear—my ego is greater than my desire to live.
“Lyric?”
“Yeah.”
Mullory fights a yawn. “Why are you here?”
“Did you already forget about the poisonous tea we drank?”
Mullory shakes her head. “Not here. Why do you live with your uncle?”
“Ah, that.” The question of my life. I don’t want to tell her. I don’t ever want to talk about that day really, but if there was ever a time, I guess it would be during a slow and painful death by poison. “Christmas Eve, I was five,” I begin.
Mullory perks up, propping a hand under her chin, listening.
I find it easier to stare at the wall as the events from that night come tumbling out. “My uncle always threw a big, flashy party on Christmas Eve, but I was never allowed to go, not until that year.”
“Why not?”
I shrug. “Thirdborn children are like a disease on the family tree, better to hide them.” I don’t dare look at Mullory; I don’t want her pity. “Anyway, all of us kids were in the den, there were toys, and someone’s teenage daughter was assigned as a babysitter. And I…”
“You what?”
I feel stupid admitting the next part. “I was excited. Okay? I usually was left to play by myself, and there was this chess set…”
“You could play chess at five years old?”
I don’t have to look at her to know that she’s smiling. “Maybe. It doesn’t matter, what matters is that Blade—”
“Lord Thorn’s son?”
“Yes. The little jerk, he was always sticking his fingers in the pudding. Anyway, he hogged the chess set the entire night. No one stopped him either because of his father. I kept asking to play. Politely, too. When he said no, I asked the babysitter, but she just snapped her bubble gum in my face and took it away from both of us. I was so angry and then—”
Mullory whispers. “And then what?”
I push through the fog of the memory. “Next thing I know she’s thrown herself down the basement stairs….”
Mullory shudders.
“Whitaker, saint that he is, went and got the adults. Blade told them that it was me, that I pushed her.”
Mullory’s eyes are wide, a feverish sweat slips down her temple. “Was it?”
“I never touched her,” I growl. “But no one believed me, not even my own mother. Not surprising, because she worships the council. The truth was obvious—because you could smell it.”
Mullory’s head slides down her arm, her strength dwindling. “I don’t understand.”
“I could smell the magic—Blade caught a spark of his father’s magic and used it to make the girl hurt herself. Lord Thorn’s magic can compel you to do anything, to hurt anyone, including yourself.”
Tears pool in the corners of Mullory’s eyes. “No one believed you?”
“Not a single one, and the very next day my parents shipped me to live with Uncle X because they were worried I was violent and might hurt Ellison or, God forbid, Whitaker.” My head throbs from the memory as the poison surges through my veins.
“The next day…but that would have been…”
“Christmas.”
“That’s horrible. I’m so sorry, Lyric.”
A single tear slips through my cracks; I blame it on the poison and shift my weight to face the wall. I can still hear the sickening crunch of the girl’s bones, I can still see the unnatural bend in her neck, a fatal snap. What I don’t tell Mullory is the part that hurts the worst. How my own brother betrayed me, telling our parents he saw me near the girl, and how my sister stood silently by letting it happen. Neither of them brings it up. Not to apologize or make it right; instead we leave it to rot between us.
The lightest of snores falls from Mullory’s parted lips. I have the strangest urge in my delirious state to reach out and brush her freckle-covered cheek, and the idea alone infuriates me. The anger inside me thrashes at the thought, giving me a spark of clarity, and I knot my hands tightly to my sides.
Mullory’s eyes flutter back open. “Lyric?” She whispers my name so tenderly my body reflexively leans closer. “Who killed Xavier Stoutmire?” Heat radiates from her skin, burning with fever. She inhales sharply, eyes shooting open. “Shells,” she declares.
Again with the snails?
“In the ruggg. Your uncle’s roooom,” she slurs.
I tap my pocket, the tissue folded with whatever the murderer left behind.
“Uncle,” she whines.
If I had any energy, I’d roll my eyes. “Yeah. Who killed him?”
She wrestles her head side to side. “Other one.”
“Zolan?”
Her body sinks with relief. “Peanuts. Quit smoking.” Mullory’s eyes flutter shut.
The bits in my pocket are peanut shells? Is Uncle Zolan the murderer?
Mullory moans. I can’t tell if she’s asleep or awake. I can’t tell much as my vision funnels into darkness.
“Mom.” She whimpers.
I ignore her.
“MOM!” Mullory lets out a scream that rips through my heartless body. “MOM!”
I use my last bit of energy to kick the cot with my boot. “Stop!” I try to shout, but she only screams louder, legs thrashing. Part of me wants to ignore her and sink into my own hallucination, but I raise an unsteady hand, hovering above her, before placing it on her arm. I don’t know what I’m doing, but her body stills.
“Lyric?” she whispers, and I freeze, worried she’ll say something about my hand touching her. My pride won’t survive it.
“What?”
“Are you really that bad?”
I don’t answer.
I don’t have to.




I can feel every grain of dirt.
Worms burrowing through my ears, munching a track to my brain as the earth closes in around me.
Burying me alive.
My nightmare, the one brewed and given to me by my loving mother.
Only Whitaker and I remain in the tearoom. Sweat and tears clinging to my skin. The room feels like a wax candle melting at its core.
The sickeningly sweet scent of bananas Foster rises from the teapot.
“You can do this, Ellison,” Whitaker assures me. “We’ll do it together.” His blue eyes lock with mine. How can the same shade of blue look so different? His blue is calm, mine is a storm-ravaged sea.
I choke down a cupful from my teapot, gagging instinctually. I’d know my mother’s tea anywhere and this isn’t it. It doesn’t fill me with despair or shatter my soul to pieces.
Whitaker waits, breath held, watching me.
I give him a quick nod, and we finish the pot in several sloppy slugs. Our key waits at the bottom and when our rose-colored door materializes, we sprint toward it, relieved to leave this hellish space. Give me a pit full of vipers. A monsoon. Anything but tea.
The door vanishes behind Whitaker, and I’m less than thrilled with what waits on the other side.
It’s a claustrophobic excuse for a room, barely a decent-size pantry. A rickety bed is pushed against the far wall beneath a slim window. Major murder vibes.
“Think of it like summer camp.” Whitaker smiles.
“You mean the summer camp Mother never let us attend,” I answer while pacing. The walls are far too close.
“Sit.” Whitaker gives the sagging mattress a quick pat. He looks overgrown and squished in the child-size bed.
“I’d rather not catch tetanus.” I pace the entire room four more times.
“There’s a letter addressed to you.” Whitaker pulls an envelope from beneath a pillow that I’m certain is covered in lice.
What are you most afraid of, Ellison?


There’s more at play here than you realize.


It’s time to share what you saw, before the poisoned tea sets in.


“Poison. What the hell is wrong with our deranged uncle?”
Whitaker parts his lips as if to answer.
I beat him to it. “Besides the obvious murder party.”
“It can’t be real poison.” Whitaker shakes his head, stewing in denial.
I know better than to waste time with delusional thinking. I slide two fingers beneath my chin and press firmly, searching for a pulse. I don’t want to panic. I’m not going to panic. I’m just going to keep pacing.
“Ellison, just say it,” Whitaker says softly. “It’s okay.”
I shake my head like a toddler throwing a tantrum.
“It’s just me, I already know what you’re afraid of. I’ve always known. Just say you don’t like to be touched.”
I freeze, locking eyes with Whitaker. One half of my heart. Lyric demands the other half, which leaves nothing for me. Because who am I without my brothers? And Whitaker’s right about not wanting to be touched, a product of our mother’s nightmares. The feel of dirt against my skin, or maybe it’s just me, maybe I’d be this way regardless. But that’s not what I’m most afraid of.
“I need…I need to tell you something,” I say slowly. “Something I saw.”
“Okay?”
My heart flutters, dislodging a secret I’ve kept buried. It bubbles on my tongue like acid.
“Whatever it is, Ellison, you can tell me.”
I want to. And that’s the worst part, wanting to share something ugly.
I take a deep breath. “Do you remember Lord Thorn coming to visit when we were younger?”
“Yeah, I do. He had business with Father.”
Now or never, Ellison. “He didn’t always come to see Father…he’d see Mother as well.”
Whitaker turns the words over in his head, dissecting them.
“I caught them,” I finally whisper, my eyes fixed on the floor. “I didn’t want to say anything…. I didn’t know how.” Instead, I carried it and buried it beneath my nightmares. I know my mother was never kind or gentle, but some deep part of me still clung to the idea of her as our mom. The idea of all of us. Whitaker and Lyric and me. I’ve always been too afraid to let any one part go. “I’m sorry I never told you,” I blubber.
“It’s not your fault, Ellison.” Whitaker sighs.
Somehow it feels like it is. “I wish I never knew.”
“But you do, and now I do, too. Finish it, Ellison. Let’s get out of here.”
I wipe my cheeks and smooth the hair back from my forehead. “My greatest fear is that my family is a lie,” I say clearly to whoever of the game gods is listening. I’m not even sure if I can use the word family. My mother betrayed us and we all betrayed Lyric…. What kind of family is that? And even if I pick up the pieces and try to put them back together…how can I be sure that they’ll even fit?
Something creaks and one of the stones slides away to reveal a handle.
“That’s it. You did it!”
We don’t linger in the nightmarish bunker for a moment longer. The handle belongs to a door that lets us into the kitchen.
“Excellent work!” Edwin beams, tray in hand. “Fizzy water?” He offers icy, bubbly drinks with lemon wedges and hot-pink straws.
“What about the poison?”
Edwin waves his hands in the air. “Nonsense, all part of the game. You didn’t think your uncle would put you in harm’s way, did you?”
I bite my tongue.
“Are you all right, Miss Ellison?”
I straighten my back and smooth down my hair. “Why wouldn’t I be all right?” I snap.
“Of course.”
“What time is it?” asks Whitaker.
Edwin checks a pocket watch hanging from his blazer. “Just shy of five o’clock. Here are your next clues,” he says while pulling blank cards from his breast pocket. One for Whitaker and one for me.
I can’t help but notice that they’re the exact same size as the Death Bringer card Aunt Cecilia gave me.
Edwin winks, an annoying habit of his. “You’ll know when it’s time to use them.”
Excellent. Another cryptic message. Add it to the freaking list.




The night is long, spiked with hellish dreams of that day. The one I spend most hours trying to forget. A feverish nightmare induced by the poison snaking through my bloodstream, wrenching me from the inside out.
Sirens wail in the backdrop, a blur of red-and-blue flashing lights. When I think of the day my mom left, I think first of the sirens blaring at me in warning.
The day was gray—the standard cloudy mist that clings to Punxsutawney like cellophane. My feet pedaled the route from school to home without having to consult my brain, free to daydream as the tobacco outlet, gas station, and coffee shop passed in a haze. But the closer I got to home, the louder the sirens called.
A burning house will reach a temperature of 1,100 degrees Fahrenheit, turning the structure and all its insides—pictures, pots, and porcelain cats—to ash. But seeing the fire, the heat of it drawing tears to my eyes, that’s something else entirely.
My first selfish thought was the house—a standard colonial missing a left shutter with a sagging porch coated in a mildewy fuzz. Because when your dad’s dead and your mom pops in and out of your life, you cling to the one constant, desperate to fill the family-shaped hole in your heart.
I rushed to Gran, who was coughing on a gurney, soot speckled in her white hair.
“She’ll be fine,” the EMT reassured me. “I promise.”
And then it hit me. My mom.
I don’t remember rushing toward the fire, but I remember the smoky canvas trapping my face as a firefighter hoisted me away.
“Mullory.” My mom’s voice pinched my eardrums and I screamed. She was crouched, hidden behind a hedge, a finger to her lips.
Relief and then suspicion shocked my body. “What are you—”
My mother shook her head, her hair a nest, a jagged cut seared across her cheekbone. “I’m sorry, Mullory…. You don’t understand…. Run if the strange finds you.”
And then she disappeared. It took three days to figure out that the fire had been started by someone inside the house. By my own mom.
I went back the next day, searching the woods for her, but all that remained was the charred husk of our home. I smelled it clearly this time—not the scent of fire or ash, but a rotting smell like spoiled meat left in the sun. And I knew then. I knew the strange had finally caught up to my mom.
Everything was ruined. Burnt and blackened. Everything except my mom’s watch—the face was blemish-free, completely untouched by the fire, tucked between layers of charred rubble. On every rafter and hanging from every beam were bats, their beady eyes guarding the skeletal remains of our home.
But the dream shifts; instead of remaining still the bats rush down, swarming me. My mom’s voice reverberates off their wings.
“Get up, Mullory!” she screams.
“Get. Up!”
I can barely open my eyes when something Lyric said before—how nothing his uncle did was by chance—suddenly makes more sense.
And that’s when I force myself up. Dizzy and feverish. Parched, with a bone-splitting ache between my eyes. It takes a moment to orient myself—stiff cot beneath me and the walls of stone. How long have I been asleep? I glance up at the window, squinting from the light. Something flutters, tapping the glass before flying away.
My ears heat with embarrassment when I realize my arm is hanging inches from Lyric’s. When did he get so close? I bunch the blanket and nudge Lyric with my shoe.
My groggy brain sifts through the puzzle. Lyric grumbles, eyes flickering between sleep and wake.
“Get up.” I nudge him harder. “Come on.”
“What?” he groans, swatting my hand. “Let me enjoy my poisonous death in peace.”
“I figured something out,” I say, while dragging the lone bucket from the corner, even though every step feels impossible. I splash water around the walls, haphazardly wetting as much as possible. Every movement elicits sharp pain, amplifying my fatigue. My bones feel like they might crumble to dust, but I keep moving. I have to get out. That need for freedom burns brighter than the pain.
“What are you doing?” Lyric moans, with one eye open.
“I’m looking for something.” I keep repeating the same process.
He shifts to his feet, his movements wobbly. “What?”
“For the word fear,” I say, feeling quite clever. “Kind of genius really. The water is too dirty for us to drink, so I figured it had to be here for a reason. Like you said.”
Lyric considers it for a second before he helps me sprinkle random bits of rock.
“Here,” I proclaim with satisfaction. Four letters revealed by the water carved deep in the stone. Fear.
A slit in the stone appears, which we push together to freedom.
Edwin waits for us on the other side, sparkling and fresh in a rose-gold blazer. I emerge from the prison like some sort of swamp creature, matted hair, layered with sweat, a few breaths away from passing out.
“Well done, and not a moment to spare,” he says hurriedly before thrusting a clear vial into each of our hands. “The antidote.”
I slurp it down. “So, it really was poison?”
Edwin gives a reassuring nod. “Yes. Did you not get sick?”
“Just a touch.” Lyric coughs. “Uncle’s a peach.”
“Here are your next clues, seems only right that you earned these,” Edwin declares, giving each of us a blank card. “Use them wisely,” he adds cryptically.
Lyric pockets his before sulking off. I can sense he’s eager to get away from me, and I don’t blame him. The energy between us feels awkward.
As the antidote kicks in, I become vaguely aware of a putrid scent. Not magic, just myself, sweat and sickness stuck to my skin. Any remnants of deodorant have long vanished, and I note the distance Edwin is keeping, but I’m suddenly ravenous. “Food…”
“Follow me, Miss Mullory,” he says, leading me farther into the kitchen, maintaining a few paces ahead. “The breakfast spread is still available.” He gestures to a buffet.
“Breakfast? How long were we in there?” I ask, but Edwin has all but vanished. I pile a plate with eggs and French toast before plopping down next to Mateo, Quinby, and Martin.
“When did you guys get out?” I ask with a mouthful of syrupy toast.
Quinby pokes her head above her laptop screen. “Yesterday, ages ago.”
“What?”
“It’s Sunday morning. You and Lyric took forever.”
I squeeze my glass of orange juice. I should be home doing my homework, dissecting Agatha Christie’s And Then There Were None. Instead, I’m in my own warped version of a murder mystery. With real murder.
Martin’s eyes light up and catch mine. “You stink.” He giggles over his plate of bacon.
“Thanks,” I mumble while pulling my room key from the folds of my pocket. It heats at my touch and guides me to my room.
A warm bath helps some. Washing in general helps to at least get rid of the stink clinging to my skin. But soap can’t fix everything. Being poisoned is as physically draining as it is mental. What have I gotten myself into? I should leave and go home. Run from the strange, like my mom warned. But run home to what? Gran’s sick and I can’t afford rent. And somehow the problems at home—money, my job, the ever-suffocating loneliness—seem worse than staying here, even with the murder, because here I have the chance to win. Home is full of nothing but losses.
I wrap myself in a towel that’s more plush than I realized a towel could be before flinging myself on the bed, propping up my notebook. Who killed Xavier Stoutmire? I’m hung up on the when, but before I can come up with a plan my phone vibrates on the end table, tethered to the charger.
“Hello?”
“Mullory. I’ve missed you.”
“Gran.” My heart melts. In all the chaos and the magic and almost dying from poison, I’d forgotten to call. Granddaughter of the Year right here.




I rip through the house, breaking as much of my uncle’s shit as I possibly can.
Antique Egyptian vase in pieces.
An actual Monet, punched and tossed on the floor.
The satisfaction comes with knowing my uncle isn’t here to magic it back together or to punish me. My fingers flex, raw and bloodied from my efforts; I smear them on my shirt. Pale, unblemished skin shines through. I don’t have any physical evidence of scars. But tigers have crunched through my bones, tearing meat from flesh. Fires have scorched my skin. I’ve drowned and suffocated. All illusions. The only tangible evidence is scarred on my subconscious, wounds invisible to everyone but me.
But now, poison. Real poison. Uncle almost killed me. I hate him in death even more. I can’t forget about Mullory Prudence either. She made me laugh. I don’t want to laugh; I want to win. I smash my fist into a mirror.
I need to focus and concentrate on the game. I know Uncle was looking for the shadow—some mysterious magical object with the ability to pull you back from death. That is the why—the reason he was murdered. But when? Someone currently on the estate murdered Uncle X sometime Sunday night and then moved him to his bedroom. Tucked him in his bloody blankets. But who? Who did me the favor?
I turn over the blank card Edwin gave us, puzzled. I don’t want to wait for the next stupid party. Think, Lyric!
I pull the crinkled tissue from my pocket and lay it flat. Tiny brown flakes lie inside. In her poison stupor, Mullory cracked yet another mystery—peanut shells, most likely left by my careless uncle Zolan. The grand master of death. More like the grand master of assholes. Perhaps it’s time I put a closer eye on him.
Stoutmire Estate is one giant cluster of a puzzle. Doors hidden behind bookcases, passageways tucked behind false walls. Staircases concealed in fireplaces that burn with actual fire.
“What would be the point of keeping such a large house if not to have secret passages?” my uncle asked; his eyes twinkled blue. I knew that was the color they’d stay even without magic.
“But why do you need to move in secret?” I’d replied, while licking the sticky remains of an ice pop from my fingers.
Uncle raised an eyebrow that was pink like cotton candy. “Secret keepers need secret ways to move about.”
I nodded, not caring about what my uncle was saying, just hopeful for another ice pop. Uncle grabbed my wrist firmly. “But I want another,” I begged.
“Not now. You need to learn.”
I didn’t want to learn. I wanted another ice pop and for Uncle to leave me alone.
My heels dug into the carpet in protest. He waved his hand and a pack of coyotes sprung from the wall, baring their teeth. Snapping jowls spewed saliva that slicked my face. I screamed and rushed to my uncle’s side. He stiffened as I clung to his leg, trying desperately to climb up.
The closest coyote snarled.
Uncle didn’t pat my head or draw me in; he squeezed my wrist and spoke. “Things will never be easy for you, Lyric. Do you understand that?”
I nodded, tears running down my chubby cheeks.
“It’s the lot you were cast. You need to be prepared. You need to be aware. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir,” I whimpered.
“Good.” Uncle waved his hands, dismissing the illusion. Nothing but the walls remained. “Come with me.”
I followed obediently, turning every so often to check for more wild animals. He led me to the great room, where a fire roared in the enormous marble fireplace. “Get inside,” he ordered, and when I tried to run, he picked me up, my little limbs thrashing, and walked straight into the flames. The fire didn’t burn, and a staircase waited for us on the other side. It dipped and burrowed beneath the ground, letting out into a stone-walled labyrinth hidden beneath the estate. My tears dried as I hiccuped, and Uncle ferried me through a maze of rooms before climbing another staircase and pushing a door concealed in a bookshelf and revealing a narrow slot. Wires were tangled like weeds between insulation and exposed beams that were barely visible in the darkness. No windows. No doors. Uncle posted me in the middle.
“Let’s play a game,” he said, and tapped my shoulder.
“What type of game?”
Uncle thought for a moment before he answered. “A game that your life depends on,” he said, and disappeared. It didn’t take long for the panic and tears to set in. For the screams. But no one came for me. I was trapped, and even at seven I knew it was up to me to find a way out. Terrified, I pissed my pants, but I was so delirious from the heat I think it was a relief.
I kicked my legs and banged my fists and rolled on the ground and cried and screamed until my voice gave out. And when I finally wiped my snotty nose and rubbed my puffy eyes, I saw it. A brick that was different than the rest. I gave it a pull.
I slip through the walls of the house Uncle forced me to navigate like a rat. There’s the maze of rooms tucked beneath the estate that I’ll eventually have to search because who knows what Uncle’s hiding. But for now, I stick to the main level because I need to find my uncle Zolan. I pause near the study; Ellison’s voice vibrates through the walls. She and my perfect brother, Whitaker, are debating the whereabouts of the missing portion of Uncle’s will. It’s interesting that we’ve gotten different clues, but they don’t know this estate or our uncle like I do.
My mother paces the kitchen, I know because of the sound of her footsteps. Quick and erratic. Steam carries the scent of her tea through the walls, making me recoil. Who are you making tea for? She’s certainly cruel enough for murder. But why? Did she want the shadow?
I halt near the library, and Blade’s cocky voice grates at my nerves. “When I’m Magnus…” That entitled little brat.
“But why would you take it?” Quinby questions.
“None of your business.” Blade stomps forward, swishing something through the air. “He never even saw me coming.”
“Back off,” warns Martin.
My fingers curl into fists. Did Blade steal my knife? Was it that pathetically obvious—Blade took the blade? I smack my palm to my forehead and keep moving. Blade’s a problem for another day. Part of me still wants to pin it on my brother.
I stumble deeper, pushing through cobwebs and stubbing my toes on protruding nails. Different voices talking in rushed whispers catch my attention.
“Are you going to make another mistake?” my uncle Zolan fumes. Aha, gotcha. He’s never liked me, not since the day I was born. Not when he has Whitaker to fawn over—that alone is a full-time job.
“I don’t make mistakes,” Lord Thorn snarls. Something inside of me stirs, reacting to his voice.
“Well, you certainly made a big one, didn’t you?”
Lord Thorn’s boots march closer. “I’m going to take care of it, considering Xavier can’t anymore. Insufferable man that he was.”
Take care of what? What mistake did Lord Thorn make? A mistake as big as murder? And what connection does he have with Uncle Zolan?
Uncle Zolan is still looking for ways to control the council even though he’s no longer head. But if he killed Uncle Xavier, he could try to bequeath the magic to Whitaker. Groom him to be Magnus.
Lord Thorn stomps away, leaving my uncle Zolan alone. My fingers skim the interior beams, searching for a latch I know for certain exists. I wedge myself through a tiny door concealed on the other side with the illusion of a window.
Uncle Zolan doesn’t even blink when I appear in the sitting room, he merely chews on the end of a cigar stub.
“I hear you’re quitting?” I nod to the cigar clutched in his fingers.
“Slinking in the walls like a snitch, how very becoming, Lyric.”
I smile. “Speaking of slinking, I found something interesting.”
Uncle Zolan shifts, crossing his legs and leaning into the wingback chair. “Do tell.” He produces a handful of peanuts before lighting his cigar.
My pulse quickens as he cracks a shell, sloppy bits falling on the pelt rug. “I found it interesting that the murderer would be so careless. That he would leave behind clues.” I shake my head and unravel the napkin containing the flecks of peanut I found on the rug in Uncle X’s room.
Uncle Zolan freezes—his pupils zoom in and out of focus before he grunts and wipes the remaining shells to the floor. He eases back, taking a drag. “And you think what?” he baits me.
I casually shake my head. “Nothing. Just interesting, that’s all.”
Uncle Zolan laughs. “Please do go and make your guess, save me and others the trouble.”
I startle, but catch myself. “You were there. In his room.”
Uncle puffs smoke. “So? I came to Stoutmire Estate with a specific purpose and when I couldn’t find Xavier, the dead alerted me to the location of his room key. Perhaps I went inside. Maybe I even saw his body. Perhaps I thought it best if someone else found him first.”
My temper flares, but I quench it, sealing it in my fists. Uncle Zolan’s smile is testing me. And I know he’s up to something, I’m just not sure what. I hold his gaze, burning a hole straight through him because I want him to know…that magic is mine.
I’m still reeling when I leave my insufferable uncle Zolan in a haze of cigar smoke and collide with Edwin in the hall.
He wobbles back, clutching a snow globe to his chest. Tiny peals of thunder crack beneath the glass globe, a miniature storm that matches my insides.
“It’s for Mr. Whitaker,” Edwin explains.
I raise an eyebrow.
“He can’t sleep, the sound of the storm helps to lull him.”
My eyes almost roll out of my head. “Anything for Mr. Whitaker.”
I’m about to walk away and continue sulking when Edwin clears his throat. “Don’t you remember?”
I pause mid-step with my back still turned. “Remember what?”
“When a storm would roll in and the three of you would sleep here…” Edwin cautiously continues. “I’d find you in Whitaker’s bed in the morning. You’d tell me it was the only place you felt safe.”
I turn slowly to face him.
Edwin looks like he wants me to suddenly forgive my brother after dredging up one half-decent memory.
“No,” I answer. “I don’t remember at all.”




I peel my cheek from the puddle of drool pooling on my pillowcase. My semi-damp hair is drying in an unflattering knot, and I’m still curled in the same towel.
I’ve been asleep for—I check my phone, rubbing my contacts into focus—five hours. Wow. Once-in-a-lifetime chance at an inheritance and I’ve been asleep for most of it. Perfect.
There’s a knock at the door.
“One minute,” I yell, while shimmying into a pair of jeans and a sweater from the chest of drawers, which happen to be my size. I still feel groggy. Is that normal after being poisoned?
More knocking.
“Coming.” I hope it’s Edwin because I have a few questions I’d like to ask him…. “Mateo,” I answer, surprised. He’s leaning against my door frame, his brown eyes brimming with concern.
“I wanted to come and check on you.” He gives me a timid smile full of boyish charm.
I slide backward on my socks, letting him in. “Oh, thanks.” I blush. “Can you believe they actually gave us poison?” I swipe my towel from the bed to the floor.
Mateo stuffs his hands into the pockets of his jeans, his face crinkling with hesitation. “The rest of us didn’t get any real poison.”
I pause, releasing my fingers from the twisted knot of my hair, the damp curls cling to my neck. “What do you mean?”
“None of us were poisoned. Only you and Lyric.”
I open and close my mouth searching for words, twisting a curl around my thumb. “Why?” I’m dumbstruck, frantic to understand, and then I remember that we drank from my teapot.
Mateo sighs with frustration, sinking on top of my bed. “Why any of this? I mean, someone was murdered. Murdered,” he emphasizes, and it scuttles down my spine. “And we’re what? Going to parties and playing a game? And no one in the family cares? Don’t you think that’s wrong?”
“Run if the strange finds you.”
“Yes, but”—I swallow the rising bile—“but why was I poisoned…” Why me? The paranoid part of my brain kindly reminds me of Zolan’s words. “Death becomes you.” And now poison directed at me.
Mateo tugs at his hair, struggling with an internal battle. “It’ll only get worse.”
He’s hiding something, I can feel it. I’m tired of him telling me to not trust the others when he gives me so little to go on. “In the tearoom, you said you weren’t here by choice.”
Mateo squirms, remembering his admission. “I’m not.”
Tense silence wavers between us, and I realize if I want him to trust me, then I need to give him a reason. “I’m here because my mom burned our house down and left me and my gran. I can’t afford our rent or my gran’s medical bills and I…” My voice goes hoarse. “I miss my mom even after what she did.” Tears sting my eyes. “I miss her every day.”
Mateo sighs, releasing a long breath that causes him to hunch over. “I have three brothers and a sister,” he says quietly. He seems ashamed, like having siblings is some sort of crime—maybe in this world it is.
“But if there are five children, three of you…”
“We don’t get any magic. Not easily, at least,” he adds.
Mateo’s resentment toward the game finally begins to make sense. “I’m sorry.”
Mateo shakes his head. “I’m not.”
“You’re not?” Now I’m confused.
“No. I’d rather not have it. My parents forced me to come here.” Mateo’s jaw tenses. “I’m not here to win. When this is done, I’m taking my sister and going far away.”
I give him a disbelieving look. “You really don’t want to win?” Would he turn down billions of dollars and a chance at magic of his own?
Mateo lets out a sigh and a manic little laugh at the same time. “No, the prize isn’t worth it to me. When you grow up watching something tear your family apart, you sort of learn to hate it.”
“Like Lyric,” I say before I can censor myself.
Mateo bolts upright. “Not like Lyric. I’m not anything like him.” There’s an edge to his voice that wasn’t there before. Mateo grabs both my hands and forces me to look at him. “I know you’re working with Lyric, but don’t forget what I said. You can’t trust him. I’ve heard rumors, Mullory, ugly ones.”
I yank my hands free. Even if his intentions are pure, hearing him talk about Lyric makes me feel suddenly protective. “You know, the minute my mom left, the entire town was full of nothing but rumors.”
Mateo must sense that he’s struck a nerve, because he softens. “I’m sorry, it’s just that you don’t belong with these people. I’m just trying to help.”
I rub the spot between my eyes, pinching away the truth, because deep down I know he’s right. I don’t belong, not to the strange, and certainly not with a murderer. But I never really fit in at home either, and something stubborn flared up in me the moment I got here, and now the thought of leaving with nothing terrifies me more. “You can help me with the game.”
“If that’s what you want,” Mateo concedes.
“That’s what I want.”
Mateo nods. “We’ve been searching the estate for the missing piece of the will and—”
I cut him off. “Missing piece of the will?”
“That’s what the echo said to do.”
I chew my lip, pondering. “Our echo was different. Why would that be?”
“Xavier Stoutmire was a brilliant madman with extraordinary magic and way too much time. In this game it could mean a million different things.”
“Right,” I answer, still in my thoughts. “Have you made any progress?”
“Not much. Quinby and Martin seem to think the location of the missing piece is moved around the mansion every day. That it’s not in a fixed spot.”
“And what do you think?”
“I think they’re the smartest kids I’ve ever met.”
“Miss Mullory,” Edwin calls from my open door. “Sorry to interrupt, I’m just checking in to make sure you’re comfortable.”
“I was—” Mateo starts to respond, but he seems flustered.
“About to leave, I believe,” Edwin interrupts. “I’m certain you have matters to attend to.” He gives Mateo a thin smile.
“Of course,” Mateo responds coldly, rising from my bed.
Edwin eyes him curiously before addressing me. “Can I be of any help, Miss Mullory?”
I pause, heart torn and tugged in different directions. I should tell him that I’m quitting so he can order a car or a plane or whatever transportation is available to get me home. Running from the strange just like my mom warned. But what would I be running toward?
“Miss Mullory?”
I glance at my notebook sprawled on the edge of the bed, propped open by the tea sachet. Poison, my timid brain warns. But you beat it, didn’t you? another more confident voice boasts. And I did.
I read the next question in my book: When was Xavier murdered? I lift my head, decision made.
Edwin smiles assuredly.
“I was wondering if I could talk to anyone who saw Xavier on Sunday, before he…well, before it happened,” I say, piecing together a plan.
Edwin nods. “Tulia took lunch to him, as is her routine.”
“Could I maybe talk to her?”
“Certainly, follow me.”
I jump off the bed and hardly finish lacing my sneakers before Edwin hurries me down the halls. “Tulia has been on the staff almost as long as I have. Xavier was quite fond of her, thought she was a loyal and trustworthy employee.”
“That’s nice,” I say, keeping pace before Edwin stops abruptly and I stumble forward, my nose inches from the back of his blazer.
Tulia is middle-aged with silver hair, a heart-shaped face, and dimples. She sports the same black blazer as Edwin, over a knee-length purple dress. She’s atop a ladder, dusting the highest shelf in a black curio cabinet containing different-size eggs. Small powdery-blue eggs perched in a nest, speckled eggs in a row, an egg the size of a pumpkin with a distinct crack down the center.
“Tulia, this is Miss Mullory. She has a few questions.”
“Of course.” She beams, climbing down with her duster in hand.
“I’ll be close by if you need me,” Edwin reassures me.
“Please, sit,” Tulia encourages me, patting a tufted orange stool shaped like an egg.
“Thanks.” I half sit in an awkward crouch.
“What did you want to ask me?”
My tongue flops around my dry mouth. “You…” I search for the words to ask the question most delicately. “You saw Xavier Stoutmire on Sunday, before the incident?”
Tulia nods with a faint smile. “I did. I brought him lunch, just like I do every day.”
I slip a pen from behind my ear. “What time was that?”
“Two o’clock. Mr. Stoutmire demanded promptness. Even if he wasn’t up to eating much.”
“What do you mean?”
Tulia blushes, twisting her fingers around the duster. “Well, of course you know about magic now and, well, there’s a price to pay if you hold on to it without an heir. It builds with a terrible pressure and makes you sick.”
“Xavier Stoutmire was sick?”
Tulia plucks at a feather. “I don’t like gossiping. He was a very good boss.”
“Of course. So you took lunch to him at two. And then…”
“And then I went about my chores. Xavier never came to dinner, but he’s a man who values his privacy and none of us thought it strange in the least. But then…” Tulia pulls her lips together and shakes her head in denial. “But then we got our letters the next morning and I couldn’t help myself. I rushed to his room and saw him on his bed…” Tulia wipes the corners of her eyes. “Tragic, terribly tragic. So much blood. I haven’t been able to get it up from the linens completely. Not yet.” She shakes her head.
I can’t help but fidget with my fingers, eyeing the peculiar display of eggs. “Did you notice anything odd in his bedroom?”
“That’s the weird bit,” Tulia says. “Nothing was amiss when I saw him, and you know his room is very particular.”
“I don’t understand. Particular how?”
“Well, it reacts to his presence, responds if he’s there so that it can anticipate his needs. But the room was quiet like no one had been there, except Xavier, who I’m afraid was dead.”
I’m about to respond when something sharp slices across the back of my hand. “Ouch!” I shriek, sucking the bead of blood dripping down my wrist.
“Oh heavens, it must be time for the card party,” Tulia says, springing to her feet.
I’m full of questions when I lock eyes with the thing responsible. A miniature knight, a few inches tall and folded from paper printed with spades. His tiny paper lance is held at the ready and a single black balloon hovers above him, scripted with another question.
How did I die?


Tulia points to the knight. “That would be your invitation.”
The knight strikes the lance at my exposed calf, slashing another paper cut.
“Ow!”
“You really should follow him,” Tulia says encouragingly.
“All right. All right.” I sidestep around the aggressive origami knight. I note the invitation scrolled on his shield:
Care for a game of cards? Deal me death in the billiards room.


“Thanks,” I call to Tulia, following the marching paper boots down the hall.




I don’t like animals.
Not even the kind folded from paper. The miniature horse keeps nudging its queen of hearts muzzle on my wrist. I yank my hand away, two seconds away from flattening it into card stock.
The paper horse stomps its hooves impatiently.
“Calm down, I’m going,” I snap.
Whitaker proudly carries a jester in his palm, delighted with the enchantment. We both stiffen at the sight of my mother, who joins us on the way to the card party.
“Children,” she says as my father wraps an arm around her waist. I want to scream. Instead, I push my way past the two of them and into the billiards room.
Red-and-black silks are draped dramatically across the ceiling, while playing cards twirl midair, twinkling like stars. Poker chips cascade down the walls in a constant, soundless stream. The lighting is seductively dark, flickering with moody ambience. Velvet couches and piles of plush cushions all in shades of black and gold are scattered between high-tops set with cards ready to play.
Across the dining table, paper knights are busy pushing plates and filling water goblets. The air smells of finely crafted leather and crisp hundred-dollar bills. Champagne the color of emeralds bubbles over a tower of gold-dusted dice. Whitaker’s jester hops onto the bar, scoops up three martini olives, and begins to juggle them.
“It’s not so bad, Ellison,” Whitaker tells me. “Relax.”
I don’t relax. Not easily and not usually.
Instead, I grab a flute filled with a crimson-colored spritzer that tastes like licorice and cherries, sulking through the party, purposely avoiding small talk and pleasantries. Whitaker thrives, unfurling like a flower in the sun.
Dice clack together and settle, cards are shuffled and spread, conversation ebbs and flows, and somewhere in the middle of it all is the murderer.
“The person responsible is here.”
I know the clues suggest we need to find the missing piece of the will—and figure out why and when Uncle was murdered, but the answer is here in this room, walking around eating crab-topped crostini. I down another spritzer and heat flushes my cheeks as a paper queen hands me a napkin.
My mother and father are cozy on a couch, watching miniature knights duel with paper swords. I don’t know how she does it with a smile—the person responsible could very well be her. I haven’t forgotten what I saw the first night. Who was she making the tea for? Maybe she brewed a nightmare that inspired someone to murder Uncle Xavier.
Uncle Zolan and Grandpa Salvatore are bickering over a roulette table, neither one accepting the number spun. One of them? Uncle Zolan has always wanted to be Magnus, but he lacks a second magic and Grandpa Salvatore hasn’t taken kindly to aging and losing his.
Blade Thorn crosses one loafered foot over the other and orders his mother to get him a snack. I almost feel bad for her as she hurries toward the refreshments, tripping on her kitten heels. I don’t think I’ve ever actually heard her say a single word.
Blade smashes one of the paper knights with his foot; he has the same soulless eyes as his father. I haven’t liked him since we were kids and he told me his parents controlled mine. “That means I control you,” he’d taunted. “You must do what I say.”
Blade Thorn. Is it not enough to have one name that’s a sharp weapon? Did they really need to give him two? The better question is, why is he even here?
Staff whiz by in red-and-white blazers, carting appetizers. Perhaps an irate staff member? They were all present in the dining room, and working for Uncle Xavier couldn’t have been a treat. I watch Edwin, always so chipper and eager…but is he too eager? He’s huddled in the corner whispering with Mateo. Something passes between them, an envelope or maybe a card like the one Edwin gave us.
What do I really know about Mateo? He’s being shielded by my cousins, but he knows more than he’s letting on—the quiet ones always do. I need to keep an eye on him, because he’s far too poised for this. Unlike Mullory Prudence, who’s sticking her grimy fingers in the charcuterie platter, forgoing the tongs.
Repulsive. I have to look away.
Cecilia is perched behind a table; her dark lined eyes burn into mine and I’m drawn over. Black velvet sleeves drape her ring-clad hands clutching blank cards. Like the tarot reading she gave me the first night of the party…Death Bringer. And like the card Edwin gave us after that god-awful tea party. He’d said we’d know when to use it. It was meant for this.
I cut across the room, but Lord Thorn elbows past me in a dark red suit, cutting the line. No one stops him. No one ever does.
“I wouldn’t mind one of your cards.” He gives a lazy flick of his wrist. “Show me my future,” he mocks.
Of course, Cecilia can’t answer him, but I don’t miss the glimmer in her eyes, nor the tightening of her grip. Watch carefully, her body language says.
Lord Thorn pulls a blank card from the shuffled deck, a cocky smile painted on his lips. “Make it a good one,” he orders. He wouldn’t dare use his magic on her, not with Uncle Zolan in the room. Those two have been in a constant pissing match since forever.
Cecilia nods; she’s one of the few people not afraid of him. I don’t think she’s afraid of anyone…. There are whispers that she knows when and how she will die—so what could she possibly fear?
Lord Thorn taps his foot expectantly, and Cecilia raises the card he drew to her lips. She releases a light breath, and an image warms across the textured paper. I lean as close as I dare to get to Lord Thorn and swallow a yelp.
A gravestone floating on the sea…the exact same Death Bringer card she drew for me the first night. Cecilia is glaring at me, urging me to understand.
I drop the flute in my hand, shattering glass and spilling pink liquor. Did Lord Thorn murder Uncle Xavier?




I’ve never had alcohol—no, that’s a lie. Technically, I’ve had a few sips of Gran’s peach schnapps. But this tiny jester folded from the six of clubs keeps pushing glasses full of a cinnamon-dusted drink to me. The first one burned my throat, but now it melts sweet and sharp on my tongue. It rushes to my head, surging through my veins, filling me up with false confidence.
Why? When? How? All to solve the Mystery Royale: Who killed Xavier Stoutmire? The questions consume my thoughts as I stroll through the party in a rush of gold, black, and red. It smells like cherry Pop-Tarts and cinnamon rolls. The animated paper court scurries over plates, polishing forks and setting rosemary sprigs on a gleaming roast. Staff deal cards—some games I recognize (thinking of you, Gran) and others are foreign. I edge closer to Mateo, who’s intently watching Martin and Quinby.
Numbers flash on a black grid, moving in a complicated pattern that reminds me of Sudoku. Quinby is laser focused, her fingers flying over the numbers, shuffling them into columns as Martin does the same beside her. His gold tie matches the band around her black dress. I’m oddly jealous of their bond and suddenly self-conscious of my sweater and flattened hair. Why does everyone here dress up for everything?
“What’s with all these parties?” I whisper to Mateo.
He’s leaning against the wall, arms crossed in protest. “I guess this whole family just enjoys murder and dinner parties,” he says, grinding his teeth together. Something clearly has him on edge. I leave him pouting in the corner, while I slip past Saffron Stoutmire, searching for Lyric. Time to get back to the game. I turn over the blank card Edwin gave us, remembering his cryptic advice while spotting several similar cards sprawled on a table.
Cecilia tips her silk top hat at me. I swallow the stone in my throat and approach her. Maybe it’s the padlock around her neck or the carved bones on her fingers or the glint in her dark eyes—she’s absolutely terrifying.
I place my card on her velvet square.
Cecilia smiles something wicked—her teeth are tiny and lost in a lump of gums. She leans over the table; her velvet dress spills across the sides until her lips hover above my card…. She slowly exhales.
An image begins to take shape, just as scorching heat radiates up from the card and it ignites, curling as a flame chews it to char. Cecilia eyes the card with surprise, then suspicion.
“Unpredictability,” a cold voice purrs. Saffron Stoutmire raises her martini above my burnt card. “Your future is too uncertain, too many potential paths; the whole thing went up in flames.”
I don’t answer; I’m stuck on the fire.
Run if the strange finds you.
“I was hoping for a death, you could use the excitement, Mallory.” Zolan takes a swish of whiskey, followed by a puff of his cigar. “I’ll say it again, death becomes you, my dear.”
I’m trapped, surrounded by the family closing in on me. The alcohol is turning, making my head spin and…
A quick arm tugs me free from the claws of the party.
“What the hell?” Lyric says. His hair is freshly washed, dark locks dripping water down his forehead. With his black turtleneck and black pants tucked into his boots, he looks like some sort of assassin. He taps his foot, waiting for an explanation.
“What?” I counter, fighting to conceal the relief I feel from Lyric finding me.
“Why did you waste your card?” he asks accusingly, nodding his head at Cecilia.
I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to stop my feet from swaying. “Waste it how? I thought we were supposed to have our cards read.”
Lyric groans, mumbling under his breath about how inept I am.
I flick him on the arm. A punch would have been way more badass, but something tells me that would have ended with me face-first on the ground. I’ve never thrown a punch and I can barely keep the glass in my hand steady. At least in my head it was awesome.
Lyric glares back with a snarl on his face, but I hold my ground. Maybe it’s the alcohol or maybe I’m just tired of his attitude. Everyone letting him do what he wants all the time.
“So, what do we use your card for then?” I ask confidently.
Lyric points to his family still hovering around Cecilia. “That was a distraction, a gimmick to trick us into using the card,” he says slowly. “I told you to memorize the message—”
“And I did. ‘Tread lightly, time is a bloody tangle. Eyes on the future, find the right angle,’” I say in a lightning-quick slur. “Brains.” I tap my forehead.
Lyric blinks. “Are you drunk?”
“You’re drunk.” I stab a finger into his stomach. It’s annoyingly rock solid.
The corners of Lyric’s mouth twitch like he might just smile, but he pretends to cough instead. “Uncle X wouldn’t say something unless it’s important.”
I can’t figure out Lyric’s relationship with Xavier, he’s told me before that there’s no understanding him…but somehow, he does. “What should we be looking for?”
Lyric’s eyes roam over the party. “Something.”
“Maybe be a bit more specific.”
“Something out of place. Something…” His voice trails off. “To fit the riddle.”
Guests have begun to shuffle to the dinner table at the bequest of a paper king tapping his scepter against a wineglass. I’m repeating the riddle under my breath, scoping the party for something that fits.
“Eyes on the future, find the right angle,” I say again and again. It makes me think of math league for some reason and then the pieces come together like cogs in a machine. I hurry toward Lyric, gripping his arm in a frantic vise.
“Geometry,” I proclaim.
He doesn’t seem nearly as excited.
My brain hurries to explain and I try again. “I’m good at geometry.”
“Congratulations, Mullory. Your family must be proud.” He tries to pull away.
“No. Wait.” The words won’t come out, so I opt for charades, twisting my hands together to form a triangle and pushing it in his face. “A right triangle has a right angle,” I finally manage.
Understanding sweeps across Lyric’s face as I tug him back to the board full of numbers, the one Quinby and Martin were playing in the corner. No one pays us attention as they settle for dinner, paper knights dropping napkins in their laps.
I fight through the haze of alcohol, my inner nerd scanning the board…“Here.” I tap the number forty-five in the upper left corner and forty-five in the lower right corner, following the grid and completing the triangle. “There,” I say triumphantly. “Your right angle, as requested.”
This time Lyric actually smiles. He places the card in the empty square, a perfect fit.
I smile, too, keeping my thoughts of math being awesome to myself.
A coin falls from the board, clattering to the ground.
“I know what this is.” Lyric slips it in his pocket. He laces his fingers between mine, warm and steady. “This way,” he says quietly, leading me from the party.
I’m definitely still drunk, because I give his hand a squeeze. And I’m definitely still impressed with my geometry save, but I don’t know…. Maybe we make a good team? Maybe we have a shot at this?




I hold tight to Mullory Prudence, who’s swaying like a balloon caught in a windstorm. So much for trying to sneak down the halls. This girl has as much stealth as a rhino.
“Where are we going?” she shouts.
“Shhh! Shut up.”
Mullory halts, sneakers skidding across the floor. “Don’t tell me to shut up,” she orders. “You need me. I’m good. Periodic table and geometry.” She gives herself a thumbs-up. “You’re grumpy and annoying and your boots are too shiny.”
I have to bite my tongue. I don’t like laughing and I don’t like Mullory Prudence. I remind myself of those facts and then I take a deep, steadying breath.
“You’re right,” I say in what I assume is an apologetic tone. “My boots are too shiny.”
She scrunches her face like she expected a different response, but I don’t let her linger on the thought and instead keep us marching.
“What will the coin do?” she shouts, pretending to whisper.
“It’s not a coin, it’s a key,” I say, leading us past the kitchen.
“Like this?” She pulls one from her jeans pocket.
“No. That’s for children who can’t find their way around.”
Mullory huffs. “Not a child,” she mumbles, and starts on again about geometry. I don’t listen. And I definitely don’t think about her hand—not that it’s soft and tucked perfectly in mine.
The coin is the key to my uncle’s private study—a place strictly off-limits for me. Naturally, I’ve tried to sneak in, but all I ever managed to do is burn my fingers on the lock and cover myself in welts from the ivy guarding the window.
“What’s behind the door?” Mullory asks. She’s crept closer, and I can feel her breath skim my neck. I ignore the jolt it sends beneath my skin.
“I don’t know,” I answer honestly, and run my hand down the carved walnut door, fingers skidding over ships and mermaids, pausing on a skull. I fit the coin into the eye socket, turning it clockwise like I’ve seen my uncle do a thousand times.
“Oh wow.” Mullory gazes about inside, awestruck.
At first, I’m not sure what she’s talking about—the study is unremarkably normal. Large obsidian desk, leather tufted rolling chair, bookcases, marble-fronted fireplace, paperweights, books, and…Oh. The window is oval shaped and overlooks the gardens, only the view isn’t of the gardens.
Mullory rises on her tippy-toes, fingers bracing the window ledge, and inhales. “Salt and summer,” she says.
And I know what she means. Deep blue waves, capped with foam, lap against the window, with an ocean view for miles.
“I always wanted to go on a cruise.” Mullory’s glassy eyes are fixed on the sea.
Some deranged part of me wants to make that wish come true for her, and I’m furious at myself for the thought. “Stop wasting time,” I snap.
“Grumpy, grumpy,” she taunts and skips past me. “This looks important.” She drags her fingers across a large leather-bound book lying on top of the desk. And she’s right, it does look important. Mullory flips open the cover, but it’s empty.
She giggles with each flip of a blank page. Her humor evades me.
“Something funny?”
Another giggle. “Obviously not that important after all,” she declares, and spins in a sloppy circle, nearly crashing into the wall.
I’m about to say something clever when the air in the room constricts. I stagger forward, suddenly face-to-face with my uncle—hair tinted lime green, dressed in a pink suit, an albino snake wrapped around his neck like a bolo tie.
I stumble back, my breath hitches, and my pulse thunders. Panic constricts my windpipe, crushing my lungs until a warm hand traces a tiny circle on my wrist.
“Just an echo,” Mullory says reassuringly.
“I know that,” I growl, and orient myself in the echo.
Uncle X paces the same desk with the sun setting above the waves in the window. Cecilia sits on an armchair, tapping her fingers beneath her chin.
“It’s inevitable,” she says coolly.
Uncle X pauses, snaps his fingers, and turns her chair into a giant spiderweb, but Cecilia doesn’t flinch. “You’re being irrational,” she scolds as an enlarged arachnid crawls down the spirals of her hair.
Uncle groans and breaks the illusion. “There has to be another way. There’s always another way. I just need to prevent the transfer.”
“Impossible.” Cecilia’s tone is blunt. “The magic won’t have it. Every time this is what I see.” She spills a handful of cards on the floor. I recognize the symbol immediately. Death. Death. Death. “And every time it’s still passed to him.”
My pulse quickens. Him. Me? They’re talking about my uncle’s magic. Greedy son of a bitch fought the idea of passing it to me even when he knew it would kill him to hold on.
“There are other ways. The shadow—”
Cecilia cuts him off. “Is not within our reach. It’s not an option.”
The echo wavers, the colors diluting and stretching and reorienting us to when the moon is at full peak. Uncle X is alone at his desk scribbling in the book that was blank when we found it, before the echo blurs, fading into wisps of smoke that smell of ink and a crisp wintry night.
Mullory massages her temples, a dizzy look on her face. “I don’t understand. How is the book blank if we saw him writing in it?”
But I understand. I understand exactly what’s going on. I light the fireplace and toss several books into the flames; the curling black edges match my insides. Destroying something that belonged to Uncle X calms me.
“Lyric.” Mullory hiccups and gently grabs my arm.
“Moonlight. When the moon is at the same peak as the echo, we can read the book.”
“Oh,” she coos, still holding my arm. I don’t move away. I don’t know why either. “Lyric.” She taps on my wrist. “What were they talking about?”
I rip my arm away and a hurt expression flickers on her face. “They were talking about me. How my uncle would rather die trying to hold on to his magic than pass it to the only person in the family who stayed by his side.” I don’t look at Mullory when I say it, I just keep my fingers curled on the handle of a fire poker. I don’t want her to know that this has absolutely gutted me, ripped my insides out, and left me hollow with nothing but anger to fill it. No one in the family wanted me around and I thought that my uncle—another loner, albeit a cruel and twisted one—just might have thought differently. A tiny part of me dared to hope that there was a reason to the game. To Uncle’s madness. But I should know best that the two never mix.
Uncle’s voice resonates in my head. “People like us, Lyric, we belong by ourselves. No one to let us down.”
Mullory flops ungracefully to the floor, and tugs at my pant leg, pulling me to the ground. She yawns, swaying toward the fire. “Wait for the moon down here,” she pleads.
I don’t object.
“Lyric,” she says with another yawn. “We can share…” Her eyelids have begun to droop. “You get the magic, I just need…”
“What?” I ask, shaking her leg with my boot. “What do you need?”
“New home,” she says, forcing herself awake.
“Why?”
“Last one is gonnneee,” she slurs.
“Gone where?” I ask.
“My mom burned it down.”
The answer surprises me and I’m not sure what to say. Mullory doesn’t seem to mind the silence; instead she turns a watch around her wrist. The fire crackles behind us as the ocean waves break against the window, and I’m hyperaware of Mullory’s hand, which is inches from mine.
“That’s broken,” I say, pointing to the watch, wanting to disrupt the moment.
“Not broken,” she argues.
“It doesn’t tell time anymore.”
Mullory wobbles her head back and forth. “It’s not for telling time.”
I raise an eyebrow, expectantly.
“It’s for remembering.” She yawns again, slumping to the side. “For remembering my mom.” This time she falls asleep, her head tips sideways, and I catch her arm before she falls into the fire. But then I’m stuck awkwardly clutching her as her head lolls to the side.
I could place her on the ground, but for some stupid reason I arrange her head against my rib cage, tucking her into the crook of my arm. Her eyelids flutter and I’m about to jump out of my skin, but she nestles in deeper.
Mullory sleeps and I sit frozen in place, afraid to breathe. I’ve been with girls. It is what it is. And I’m not like Ellison, who can’t physically stand to be touched. But I can’t ever remember being hugged, having someone be close to me just because. No hugs from my mother and certainly not from my uncle.
And I don’t know, it’s just…I don’t know. What the hell is wrong with you, Lyric? I brush the pad of my finger across the edge of Mullory’s cheek following a swirl of freckles. And then I want to kick myself.
I pull my hand away and stare out the window. Waiting and watching as Mullory sleeps. When the moon is finally centered in the windowpane—just like in the echo—I give Mullory a gentle nudge.
“Wake up.”
She lifts her head with a groggy, disoriented grace and pushes herself up, one eye open, her face inches from mine.
I jump up, putting space between us. “The moonlight is just right,” I say, embarrassed and I don’t know why.
Mullory perks up, stretching her arms and rubbing her eyes. “Well, go on. Open it.”
I peel open the leather cover and thumb through the pages until a line of script in my uncle’s handwriting appears.
Watch out for Lord Thorn. He knows.


And you already have the how.


Mullory is the first to react. “Watch out for Lord Thorn. A warning your uncle wrote to himself maybe because he thought he was in danger?”
“Maybe.”
“But what about the how? That’s what the clue’s supposed to tell us,” Mullory says with a puzzled look. “How was Xavier Stoutmire murdered?”
I shrug, keeping my face neutral. I don’t mention the knife that appeared in my bedroom. Or that my uncle instructed me to hide the likely murder weapon. Or that I went against his wishes and then my brother, or possibly Blade Thorn, tried to kill me and stole the knife.
“What if your uncle eventually did find the shadow and Lord Thorn knew and then he murdered him to steal it?” Mullory says, quite proud.
“Could be,” I say.
“I’m pretty good at this—” Mullory starts to say before bending over and puking in an umbrella holder.
“Yup. Very good at throwing it all up,” I say while leaving.




Sunlight slips through the slit in my curtains, and I feel it before I even open my eyelids.
It burns.
I instantly regret the spritzers from the card party, and I’m about to dive back beneath the covers when I realize I’m still clutching Cecilia’s card.
Death Bringer: a morbid gravestone floating on the sea. The exact same card she drew for Lord Thorn, like she meant it as a warning. Like, hello, he brought death. As in murdered Uncle Xavier. Add it to the list of reasons why I despise him.
My brain is frazzled with the idea, and I spring out of bed, texting Whitaker to come meet me in twenty. I shower quickly, dressing myself in a flawless fall outfit that helps settle my nerves. The right shoes will do that.
I’m pacing my floor when Whitaker finds me.
“What’s going on?” he asks with alarm.
I toss him the card. “That’s what’s going on. I asked Cousin Cecilia for help at the first party and she gave me that. And then last night she pulled the exact same card for Lord Thorn.”
Whitaker runs a hand through his wavy blond hair. “And you think?”
“I think she was trying to help by giving me a clue as to who recently was a bringer of death.”
“I get that from the gravestone, but why the ocean? Uncle Xavier didn’t drown, he was in his bed,” Whitaker challenges me.
I throw my hands in the air. “I don’t know. But you didn’t see her eyes, Whitaker. She wanted me to see that Lord Thorn picked that card.”
Whitaker shrugs. “Could be,” he says. “Or maybe you just hate him because of him, and you know…Mother.” He swallows, a saddened expression on his face.
I’d thought I’d finally feel better after unloading this secret I’ve been lugging around, but no. Misery loves company. I’m almost certain that’s a phrase people say.
“He’s definitely a contender,” Whitaker assures me as a god-awful screech fills my room.
The pounding behind my eyes thumps in rhythm.
“What’s that?” Whitaker throws his hands over his ears.
I squeeze the bridge of my nose before ripping the sheet from Foresight and Prophecy’s cage. Something has them riled up, frantic yelps and ear-piercing cries.
“What do they want?”
“They’re trying to tell me something,” I say. “Trying to help, I think.”
Whitaker turns his nose in disgust. “What?”
“I don’t know! What is it?” I scream at the rats.
Whitaker edges closer, pointing to the cluster of wood chips Foresight and Prophecy are scuttling around. “They chewed something, some sort of picture.”
I tip my head to the side, the shape coming into view. “A wine bottle?” I question, and both rats immediately stop yelling, whiskers still. “They want us to go to the wine cellar.”
“For what?”
“That’s what we’re about to find out.”

Temperature-controlled purified air hisses at us as we push open the frosted door leading to the wine cellar. Floor-to-ceiling glass enclosures with crystal-colored pegs are filled with an endless array of bottles. Red, white, and rosé from every year and every vineyard worth having glimmer beneath mood lighting like liquid jewels. A tasting table and chairs sit empty in the center.
The air vibrates, altered by a burst of time-sensitive magic. An echo, a memory of the house preserved in time, is released.
The room is the same but filled with three different people—Uncle Xavier swirls his glass of red wine. My mother flinches beside him, her black pearls twirled tightly between her fingers. I stiffen at the sight of her. Lord Thorn sits across from them, collar unbuttoned, and tie strewn on a chair. Unusually frazzled. Several empty bottles cover the tabletop.
“Explain it to me again,” Lord Thorn says, curling each word between his parched lips. My mother startles at the sound of his voice. “Explain how you thought you could hide this from me!” He pounds his fist on the table. One of the bottles vibrates off the edge, shattering on the floor.
My mother sinks into her chair, her perfect posture by the wayside. Uncle Xavier doesn’t react; he merely takes a sip and waves his hands and the shards appear to re-form into a new bottle.
“We weren’t trying to hide anything from you, Thorn,” Uncle Xavier replies casually.
His tone only further infuriates Lord Thorn, whose cheeks have reddened to the same color as the streak of hair coursing his head.
“Didn’t want to hide it from me? So, you just conveniently kept him in your mansion, shrouded with thick enchantments, hoping I wouldn’t notice? As if I can’t feel the pull of my own magic?” he bellows. His beady eyes bulge as if they might burst from his head.
“That wasn’t our intention,” Uncle Xavier answers. My mother cowers on the edge of her seat.
“He can feel it, you know that, right?” Lord Thorn’s fingers blanch, gripping the table like he might break it. “Lyric can feel it build inside him. Firstborns always do.”
“There might be a way to sever the connection. Are you familiar with the shad—”
Lord Thorn dismisses the remark and points a finger at Uncle Xavier. “I won’t forget this,” he warns. “Find a way to fix it or I will.”
The echo folds in on itself, disposing of the memory, leaving Whitaker and me utterly speechless. The terrible, horrible pieces of my mother’s history have even uglier consequences. And I hate her for it.
“Firstborn.” The word slips from my lips.
Whitaker’s head dips to his shoulder. “Lyric’s older than Blade. So yeah, firstborn.”
My heart slumps in my chest. Lyric. The accident on Christmas Eve suddenly makes more sense—I could never understand what I’d seen. I never wanted to believe that Lyric could actually hurt someone.
“You and I both know there’s no way Lord Thorn let’s him have it.”
I can’t accept what Whitaker’s proposing, I just can’t. “But Uncle was saying there was a way to stop it.”
“And look what happened to him,” says Whitaker. “I think you were onto something with those cards. We still stick to the plan. Prove it was Lord Thorn.”
I nod. “We can’t tell Lyric,” I whimper. “Not yet.”
Whitaker gives me a smile, sad and worn. “Don’t worry, he won’t want to talk to me anyway.”
The weight around my heart tugs harder. Doesn’t matter what I try to do, fate is set on keeping us apart.




Day four of the game. I’m never drinking alcohol again.
But on the bright side, Lyric and I have made some serious headway. We’ve unlocked two echoes, one of which shoots Lord Thorn right to the top of my murder suspect list. I mean, even before the echoes he was high up there—the guy’s a textbook villain.
I manage to crawl out of bed and claw my way to a hot shower. Scrubbing vigorously and washing the petrified puke from my hair. Gag. Embarrassed just doesn’t seem to cut it; mortified is a more appropriate description.
I yank a comb through the tangles, leaving a trail of wet footprints from the bathroom to the wardrobe. Impulsively, I reach my arm through the racks, feeling for the solid wood panel—I can’t be sure that all I’ve read about magic is entirely made up. But there’s no door to another world full of talking animals and fanciful castles. Just clothes. Pants and tops hang neat and new. Tags folded precisely next to collars with prices that can’t possibly be accurate. All of it is stiff and unworn except for a dress tucked in the back—that one’s soft with bell sleeves and covered in sunflowers. I hold it up to my chest and the skirt skims the folds of my knees. For some strange reason it reminds me of my mom.
I’m early to breakfast, snagging a plate and scooting in beside Mateo. “Morning,” he says between muffin bites.
“Morning,” I reply, suddenly feeling green from the smell of eggs.
“Rough night?” Mateo sighs and pushes a glass of orange juice across the table. “Drink that.” His leg bounces beneath the table, his fingers tap his glass. He was on edge at the card party too, and I’m not sure why. He nudges the orange juice closer. Insistent.
“Thanks.” I keep my eyes shamefully directed downward. I don’t eat much, and I can barely pay attention to Quinby and Martin, who are discussing something to do with micro-virus mutations. My brain hurts enough already. Instead, I catch myself staring at Lord Thorn, who’s in tight conversation with Zolan Humes. Neither drinks the steaming coffees set before them. Watch out for Lord Thorn. He knows.
“Don’t stare,” Mateo whispers.
“I’m not, I was just—” I don’t get to finish; a tightness coils in the back of my brain and the muscles in my neck burn, forcing me to turn away.
“I told you not to stare,” Mateo says while cutting into his pancakes. “You like to seek out trouble.”
“Mullory, why were you staring at him?” Martin shakes his head disapprovingly.
I rub the back of my neck. “What was that?”
Quinby adjusts her glasses. “He compelled you to look away. Next time, don’t stare,” she orders, spinning her spoon in the air. Her smirk quickly fades, and she buries her nose behind her laptop while Martin becomes overly interested in his cereal.
The reason for the sudden silence hovers behind my seat. Lyric.
“Ready?” he asks. His lips are turned upward, almost in—but it can’t be. Not a smile.
“See you guys later.” I slide away from the table. No one responds because no one wants to risk interacting with Lyric.
Lyric is oddly chipper as he flies out of the dining room. It’s almost as if there’s a spring in his step, another impossibility.
“Where are we going?” I grumble, trying to keep up.
“Back to my uncle’s study. I’m not convinced there isn’t another clue hidden somewhere in there.”
And I have to agree. “You would think, since it’s his private study after all,” I say, matching Lyric’s pace while simultaneously massaging my temples. “Besides, this last clue was supposed to reveal how Xavier was murdered.”
Lyric turns the coin in the skull socket and pushes open the door to his uncle’s private study, all while noticeably staring at his shoes and acting weird, even though I’m the one who threw up in here. When he holds the door open for me, I’m even more suspicious and I just have to ask.
“Are you okay?”
“Fine.” He shrugs. “Are you…okay?” He arches an eyebrow while nervously tapping his boot.
What’s the matter with him?
“Yeah…I’m okay.”
“Would you rather pet a poisonous cat?” Lyric asks, robotically and with stiff posture. It takes me a while to realize he’s making a joke and by the time I do, he’s already shuffled inside.
The moment quickly passes, and Lyric reverts to sulking. “Start looking,” he orders.
I do a sweep around the study—my memories from last night are murky, trapped in a hazy afterthought. “We still haven’t figured out when the murder happened.”
“Yeah, I got that. Thanks for the reminder,” Lyric says sarcastically.
I sweep a finger across the dark stone desk. “We do know that whoever killed Xavier wanted the shadow,” I say, trying to bolster our spirits. “We just haven’t figured out what it does.”
Lyric dumps a mug of paper clips across the table, absentmindedly sifting his fingers through them when he blurts out, “It pulls you back from death.”
I throw my arms into the air. “And when were you going to tell me this?”
“I’m telling you now. Uncle has a treasury of magical items, and I browsed it on a whim. This shadow thing can reverse death,” he says like it’s no big deal.
Even though I’m annoyed he withheld this, I can’t help but mull it over. “Do you think that’s the answer to the question?”
“What question?”
“The one that keeps popping up. What does death fear most?”
Lyric shrugs. “Maybe.”
I want to be furious with Lyric for going behind my back, but the head-splitting ache behind my eyes thinks otherwise. “Any more secrets?”
Lyric bends a paper clip between his fingers, hesitating. “My uncle left me a message the first night, right before the game started. It said: Your brother, a warning.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to wake up my groggy brain. “What does that mean? Does your brother have a warning for you?”
Lyric shrugs.
“Well, didn’t you ask him?”
Another shrug.
“You need to ask him, Lyric!”
“Fine,” he groans.
I settle back down. “Let’s keep looking and figure out how your uncle was murdered. No more secrets, okay?”
“Sure.” Lyric swipes the paper clips to the floor.
I decide to comb through the bookshelves behind the desk. I make it a point to be short with Lyric and try my best to scowl at him while flipping through books.
“Why are you winking at me?”
“I’m not winking!” I huff. Scowling is harder than it seems.
I run my fingers across textbook spines with complicated titles on magical theory and transference, before pulling out a mint-green book with a toadstool on the cover. Fables. Some sort of children’s book. Why would Xavier Stoutmire have a children’s book in his personal study?
I flip through, pausing at “The Death Fly,” shuddering at Martin’s gruesome account of the children’s story. The illustrations are dark and haunting. The next fable, “The Man of Seven,” isn’t any cheerier. A man with seven children tries to split his magic seven ways, but instead, he ends up splitting himself—leaving a trail of disfigured body parts throughout the woods. Gruesome.
“This is a children’s book?” I ask, forgetting that I’m giving Lyric the cold shoulder.
“Welcome to my world.”
I want to say something witty back, but my head is still thumping. “What are we even looking for? The clue revealed the coin that brought us here and the echo showed us how to read the book. Then the book told us to watch out for Lord Thorn and that we would know how. But that’s just it—we don’t know how it happened.” I moan with exhaustion. Layer upon layer of riddles.
“Thanks for the recap,” says Lyric.
I edge past him, circling the desk, when a large world map catches my eye…. There’s something familiar about it. I pause in front of the wall, completely fixated, when it hits me. In the very first echo with Cecilia, this map was in the background, only it was lit up with flickering pinpoints. Markers of some sort, but for what? I run a hand over the smooth, gray-washed canvas.
“Mullory, look,” Lyric whispers.
“What—”
He raises a finger to my lips. I know it’s a gesture meant to quiet me, but it feels oddly intimate. “Watch,” he murmurs, spinning me around. Being this close causes my pulse to quicken, something electric glides across my skin, but I don’t have time to think about it.
The air crackles with an amber haze, it smells of citrus and orange blossom…I know these smells…. What’s going…
The echo spirals outward from a tiny pinhole that expands like a kaleidoscope. The study comes into focus, the floor littered with papers, and a tank full of fluorescent spiders. Xavier Stoutmire is reclined in a reading chair; his hair is tufted with blues and grays, raindrops spill from the tips like a storm. But his face doesn’t get wet, nor does his suit, a three-piece ensemble in gray tweed with bolts of lightning that spark and strike against the sleeves.
“In the mood for a storm, I see,” says a voice that’s not yet in view. The blood in my veins freezes and my heart turns to stone in my chest. The faintest breeze and I’ll shatter into a thousand pieces. I know this smell. I know that voice.
It can’t be…It can’t be. I can take the magic—all of it—but not this. But wasn’t a part of me expecting this…hadn’t I always known?
Run if the strange finds you.
The echo expands and I can feel Lyric’s head turn, his gaze burns my skin. But I can’t look away. It’s me, but not really. Same dark curls and smile. But the eyes are green as moss and fewer freckles spill down the nose. Same dress, covered in sunflowers, with sleeves that flow open. At first glance you’d think there were two of me in the room. But I know that’s not true, because I know my mom.
My mom.
Younger. More vibrant.
Preserved in an echo in the Stoutmire Estate.
A memory.
One to add to my collection.
Mom.
I don’t breathe. I’m not sure my lungs can remember how to expand. My mom floats about the room, carefree. It feels like she knows Xavier. But how?
“Professor Reivax.”
“Please, call me Xavier.”
My mom smiles. “Clever, your name backward.”
“My real name.”
“I’m not sure I know what’s real anymore.” Her voice fades and her eyes dull.
“My proposal is real. Have you considered it?” Xavier asks, as his suit continues to storm. My mother doesn’t seem intrigued by the magic stitched in its seams. Perhaps magic is already a part of her world.
“I have,” my mom answers hesitantly. “But why me?”
Yes, why her? The question scalds the back of my throat and I want to scream. What are you doing here, Mom?
“You know why. I’ve been tracking a particularly valuable item—”
“This shadow thing.”
“Yes, but it’s not just any old thing.”
My mom grins and a dimple pops. “It’s an extremely powerful thing. A thing that lives in the seam between life and death.”
“You have been listening,” Xavier remarks.
“I’m always listening.” My mother’s face is drawn tight and some of the girlish charm is lost. “But why me? Why do you need me to help you find it?”
“I wish the answer were less complicated.”
“I can handle complicated,” my mom challenges.
Xavier nods. “Very well. You operate at the same frequency as magic, think of yourself as a magnet, rare and uniquely designed. Magic is drawn to you, as I’m sure you’ve become aware. You, Esther Merrybright, are a beacon for the strange.”
My mother’s face lights up with fascination. “Do I have—”
Xavier shakes his head, spewing raindrops that never land. “No. You don’t have any magic of your own, but you call to it without even realizing.”
The tiny creases near my mom’s eyes deepen, and I know this means she’s thinking. “But if I don’t have any magic, how could I possibly obtain the shadow?”
A bolt of lightning sparks on Xavier’s shoulder. “An astute question and one with another complicated answer. You see, magic isn’t required to retrieve or use the shadow.”
“Then why is it so hard to get? What could I possibly do that you could not?”
Xavier’s blue eyes twinkle. “Why, you could do everything, you’re the key. The shadow allows the user to skirt between the realms of the living and the dead, accessing the in-between and providing the ultimate concealment. Although some magic allows conversation with the dead, no magic that I or anyone else wields can extend beyond our world. I’ve been tracking the shadow throughout history, following the breadcrumbs, if you will. But that is all I’ve ever found, a trail. I’m always two steps behind.”
“And you think…that I…” My mother doesn’t finish the sentence.
“I know you can find it because it will want to find you. Magic seeks you out.” Xavier softens his voice. “But you already know that, don’t you?”
My mother runs her fingers along the length of her dress, contemplating. I know what she’s thinking because I’ve lived and breathed the strange my entire life.
“So, I’ll ask again. Esther Olivia Merrybright, would you like to embark on an adventure? One that will lead you around the world? One that will show you wonders you’ve only dreamed about in your wildest fantasies?”
Xavier’s voice is laced with charm and mystery and promise. It feels like the prologue to a book that leads to the most wondrous corners of the world.
“Yes,” my mother replies. Her eyes sparkling. “Yes. I think I would like an adventure.”
The scene dissolves, leaving me in the very same dress and in the very same room that my mom was just in.




Mullory doesn’t say a thing. Not a whimper or a word, and I have no idea what the hell to do with the silence.
I raise my hands, but they fall awkwardly to my sides. Mullory hasn’t moved; her eyes are frozen on the map. Only the tremble in her lower lip lets me know she hasn’t turned to stone.
And then her legs buckle, and she crumples to her knees. Two fat, glossy tears slide down her cheeks. The sight of Mullory, tears and all, causes something to splinter inside of me—a fissure in the ice that spreads, like a broken windshield. I have to lock my jaw and grip the edge of the desk to keep the pieces together.
“The lights,” Mullory finally whispers.
I resist the absurd urge to crouch down beside her. “What lights?”
Mullory points to the map. “I think your uncle was tracking my mom.”
The knowledge sinks to the pit of my stomach.
Mullory tips her head to the side, inhales sharply, and then springs to her feet, running her hands frantically across the map. “We need to turn it back on. Turn it back on, Lyric!” she pleads in a hysterical fit.
Another crack in my armor appears. “I can’t.” But Mullory doesn’t hear me. “I can’t,” I shout. I can’t do any of this. I’m here to win my inheritance. My tone must resonate, because Mullory drops her arms, defeat heavy in her gray eyes.
I’m pulled into her orbit, so close I could lift my hand and graze her cheek. But I don’t because I’ve been raised on a strict diet of anger and solitude.
Mullory stares at me. Through me. Raw with pain and longing. I know she can see inside me, and I hate it.
“I don’t know if she’s coming back this time,” Mullory concedes, and her chin dips to her chest with the admission. She twists the hem of her dress around her fingers. “That was my greatest fear….”
I want to say something. My lips part, waiting for my brain to catch up, but my anger beats me to it. “Maybe if you shared that before, we could’ve avoided the prolonged poisoning.”
It hits her square in the chest. Shoulders slumping as she backs away. “Right,” she agrees.
I let her leave. Because Mullory Prudence isn’t my focus. She’s not the game, just a means to win it. My eyes glance at the fireplace, at the spot where she slept nestled beneath my arm, and I kick the base of my uncle’s desk. Shit.

“Lyric.” My mother forcefully nudges my elbow, humiliated. “Your uncle is talking to you.”
“So?” I stab a slice of meat with my fork.
“I was asking if you had any plans after this is all done,” Uncle Zolan says, like I don’t have a shot in the world of winning the game. He’s so far up Whitaker’s ass, I’m surprised he can speak. I know he’s guarding secrets.
I don’t respond and no one says another word because Uncle Zolan doesn’t really care about my plans, he just wants to make a point. Go talk to the dead.
My mother glares at me and I wink, leaning closer. “Maybe you should have raised me better,” I whisper. “Oh wait, you didn’t raise me at all. Just gave me nightmares.” That certainly shuts her up and I’m finally left in peace at the dinner table. One thing I’m deadly accurate with is insults; I almost never miss. Everyone around me squabbles on about who knows what.
The person responsible is here.
Lord Thorn downs a tumbler of whiskey. What does he know? Mullory seems to think that it’s Lord Thorn—and she might be right—but I need to be absolutely certain.
Tulia is quick to refill Lord Thorn’s glass, the whiskey bottle clacks against the crystal in her unsteady hands. Tulia’s face contorts as Lord Thorn compels her arms still. I don’t blame him; she should learn to pour better. But is he a murderer? Would he jeopardize his position as council head? I don’t know.
Mullory gives me a half smile from across the table, another olive branch extended because she’s the type of person who couldn’t hold a grudge. Not like my family—we have a different grudge for every day of the year. I squeeze my fork, refusing the urge to respond to her. Mullory sighs with dejection and my stomach lurches. When I smile back, it’s too late.
“What’s wrong with your face?” asks Ellison.
“Nothing,” I grunt. Focus, Lyric! I’ve been running through the clues all day, sifting through the list of suspects who were at the first dinner. Why? When? How? But something keeps pulling my focus, an uncomfortable stab in my gut—seeing Mullory’s mother on the estate isn’t sitting well with me. There’s always more with my uncle.
And her name. Esther Olivia Merrybright. I’ve seen it, I recognize it, another bad omen. And then it smacks me in the face, midway through my duck confit. My uncle’s voice slithers between my ears, dredging up another pleasant memory from my childhood.
“I said don’t touch,” Uncle X snapped.
I pulled my grubby, chocolate-covered fingers from the vase encrusted with purple gemstones. One of the gilded snakes broke free from the base, animated by my uncle’s magic. It slithered up my arm and sunk its diamond-sharp teeth into my shoulder. Torturous pain shot up my neck. I held in my tears, squeezing my eyes shut. By this time, I knew that crying only made it worse.
Uncle X snapped his fingers, resolving the illusion and continuing our stroll through his treasury. “I want you to study everything in here.”
I gazed at the endless rows of oddities, stuffed and stacked in the treasury. “All of them?”
“Do you have something better to do, Lyric?”
“No, sir.”
“Continue,” he ordered, arm extended for me to lead the way.
“Who’s that?” I’d asked after seeing the name E. Merrybright on numerous items.
Uncle stilled. The veins in his neck bulged and he clicked his shoes together. “An old friend who betrayed me.”
“Betrayed you?” I dared to ask. Curiosity was still something Uncle had yet to stamp out of me.
“Yes. And I will never forget.”
“Mr. Lyric, are you done?”
I’m squeezing my fork, still reeling from the memory, when Greta calls my name and motions to clear my plate.
“Everyone has gone to the drawing room for dessert.”
I push away from the table and head into the stuffy drawing room with its mustard-yellow curtains and a tiered marble fountain with tiny plates of sweets bobbing on the water.
The first person I have the unfortunate luck of running into is Whitaker. I want to kick him square in the face, but I remember the message: Your brother, a warning. Mullory’s voice chirps in my head. “Ask him!”
I square my shoulders and dip my head in his direction. “Tell me what the warning is. What are you hiding?”
Whitaker eyes widen before he blinks rapidly. “Nothing. I’m not hiding anything.”
What an awful liar. I don’t dare break eye contact. “Tell me.”
Whitaker runs a hand through his hair, tensing before his shoulders cave. “Just stay away from Mullory. Okay?”
I almost laugh in his face. That’s the warning? Stay away from the least threatening person in the entire estate. Possibly the country. I think not. “Sure thing.” I turn on my heels.
“Where are you going?”
I flash a smile over my shoulder. “To find Mullory.”
Whitaker doesn’t stop me as I take a few brazen steps toward Mullory. She’s by the fountain with one arm raised reaching for a miniature iced cake, but before she can reach it, Blade steps forward, cutting her off as he swipes the dessert for himself.
My blood boils.
Polite as Mullory is, she waits and tries again only to be thwarted by Blade once more.
Now I’m furious.
I march over and shove him as hard as I can. Surprised, he stumbles into a potted fern.
“Always trying to take something that doesn’t belong to you,” I growl. I haven’t forgotten what I overheard, him bragging about stealing something. Most likely my knife.
Blade rights himself, smoothing his dark red hair back.
“So what if I did?”
I close the distance between us, getting close enough that my chest bumps his. “Give it back.” I’m seething, but quiet because I don’t want Mullory to hear—she still doesn’t know about the knife. A secret I’m not yet ready to reveal.
Blade doesn’t back down. “You going to push me down the stairs if I don’t?”
Something inside me snaps.
“Lyric,” Ellison warns. Sometimes she can be just like our mother, always worried about appearances.
Blade’s eyes dart to Mullory. “Maybe I’ll take her, too.”
And so help me God, now I’m going to kill him. But before my fist can connect with his jaw, Whitaker intercedes, yanking me away.
“Not the place.” He has an arm hooked around my stomach.
I punch the wall instead. There’s nothing I hate more than when my brother’s right.




Enough.
I slam my fist on the breakfast table, knocking the French toast pyramid Martin built to the ground. Whitaker is staring at Mullory like we’re at a funeral, Mateo is giving her eyes that suggest a shared secret, while Lyric looks like he wants to kill and simultaneously kiss her. I can’t stand the lot of them.
“Okay, that’s enough!” I bellow, directing my fury at Mullory. “What’s the fascination with this girl?” I pose the question to the table while Mullory burrows into her sweater. I mean I kind of get it, she’s cute in a Bambi-lost-in-the-woods type of way. I’ve been attracted to girls like her before, not that anything ever comes of it, but the boys are acting bizarre.
And the fact is—she’s just not that interesting.
Whitaker pales, matching his glass of milk, and focuses his eyes on the floor. Mateo is the one to respond in a grumpy mumble. “She shouldn’t be here.”
“Yeah, well, neither should you,” I shoot back. Honestly, I can’t wait for this week to be over. We still haven’t found the missing piece of the will containing the binding seal. What we did find is that our mother is even worse than we originally thought. And she literally raised us on nightmares.
Uncle Xavier knew Lord Thorn was Lyric’s father and the last echo ended with a threat. Did Lord Thorn kill Uncle Xavier for revenge or because he knew? Did my mother play a part? Murder would fit nicely on her résumé.
“Time to keep looking.” Whitaker brushes past me. I know he isn’t pleased with my outburst, but he needs to focus. We need to keep attending parties, collecting clues, and unlocking echoes depicting our horrid family history until we find the one showing who murdered our uncle. Not at all traumatic or unpleasant.
Foresight and Prophecy haven’t chewed anything else that’s useful, so I spend the morning questioning staff. “Where did Uncle Xavier spend most of his time? Did he have a secret spot? How often did Lord Thorn visit?” On and on. Most of the staff don’t want to answer me. They just want to water the plants and polish the silver and serve the house as if the head wasn’t murdered. Who’s even paying them?
I stomp down the halls, annoyed with my lack of progress, following voices carrying from the billiards room. I peek inside.
Grandpa Salvatore and Uncle Zolan are bickering over a chess set. The idea of a murderer moseying about the house doesn’t seem to affect them in the slightest.
“You can’t just reclaim pieces because the dead wish it!” my grandpa scolds.
“Do you wish to upset the dead?” Uncle Zolan asks, rook in hand. “I didn’t think so!” He slams the piece back on the board.
I have no interest in chess, but I could use the mundane background noise. I slouch onto a plush armchair.
“Ellison,” Uncle Zolan calls, “I hate to tell you this, but you’ve just sat on your great-great-great-aunt Elaine.”
Perfect. “Tell her I’m sorry,” I grumble, sinking further onto a family ghost.
“Tell her yourself.”
This family. “I’m sorry, Great-Great-Great-Aunt Elaine.” I don’t have any interest in being haunted by a family member whom I squashed with my ass.
“She says you need to relax. She says you’re so tense you might snap in two.”
Finally, someone who gets me.
Sitting on a dead relative suddenly gives me an idea. “Uncle Zolan?”
“Yes.”
“Could you ask the dead something for me?”
Uncle Zolan doesn’t lift his eyes from the board. “Ask away; they can hear you.”
“Don’t stoke his ego,” Grandpa Salvatore warns.
But I’m out of ideas. “Great-Great-Great-Aunt Elaine,” I say loudly. “And anyone else who might be present,” I add optimistically, internally cringing at the thought of multiple ghosts in the room. “Have any of you seen a binding seal on the estate? It will be hidden and look like this.” I fumble through my phone, pulling up a photo (thank you, PartyP23), and walk it around the billiards room.
I don’t think it needs to be said out loud, but I feel ridiculous.
“There’s a husband and wife who drowned in a boating accident standing in the back corner and they can’t see,” Uncle Zolan says.
Oh. My. God. I turn the phone around for the drowned couple.
“Well?” I ask expectantly.
“A few of the dead recognize that seal,” Uncle Zolan concedes.
“They do? That’s great. Where is it?”
Uncle Zolan perks his head to the side like he’s listening intently, and my heart rate soars. He lifts a finger in the air, and I think he’s about to point me in the right direction. “Against the rules of the game, Ellison.”
“What?” I answer back. “Rules of the game? But the dead just helped you cheat in chess.”
“The dead did no such thing!”
“Okay, okay,” I say, recognizing that this is going south very quickly. “But there must be something you, or they, can help with.”
Uncle Zolan considers my request. “The dead think you’ll find answers in the greenhouse. They suggest you take Lyric with you.”
I text Lyric as fast as my fingers will work while hurrying out of the billiards room.
“Thanks, Uncle Zolan.”
“Not me. Thank the dead.”




I’m definitely not doing a nice thing. Definitely not a favor or some shitty good deed. I offered to take Mullory to my uncle’s treasury in case she recognizes something connected to her mother for the game. I’m not doing this because it might mean a lot to her. Just to be clear.
“You’re sure you saw my mom’s name?” Mullory asks, rocking on the balls of her feet like an excited toddler.
“Yes. Unless there was another Esther Merrybright working for my uncle.”
Mullory nods, a smile creeping up her face. “Show me. Show me!” she practically sings. I tell whatever’s fluttering around my stomach to chill the hell out.
Technically, I’m not supposed to bring Mullory to Uncle X’s treasury—she’s not family, but then again, I’m not much for following the rules. I’m feeling smug until the steel door with a blood recognition system poses a new set of problems.
“Shit.”
“What?”
“It won’t let you in, because you’re not part of the family. Damn it.” I groan, annoyed that I overlooked this detail.
Mullory shrugs. “Can’t you just open it and I’ll follow you?”
“No. The floor will know you’re here.”
Mullory scrunches her nose, flattening several freckles together, before wrapping her arm around my neck. My knees buckle in surprise.
“Pick me up,” she says, her lips a breath away from my shoulder. “Carry me in and the floor will just think you’ve had a healthy growth spurt.”
“That…might work,” I say slowly.
Mullory gives my neck a gentle squeeze and something inside me loosens from her touch, making way for more of that damn fluttering in my stomach. It’s not me—I refuse to be full of…butterflies. Impossible. And yet…
I scoop beneath Mullory’s knees, hoisting her up as her hair skims my collarbone. She smells like lemons and summertime—both of which I hate, just to be clear.
A quick prick to my finger and the door unlocks.
“Oh.” Mullory inhales, squeezing my arm as the lights in the treasury flicker on in succession, illuminating a room the size of an airplane hangar. Artifacts and specimens, both large and small, pop into view, some alive and squawking in cages, others buried in snow or shelved on racks.
“Don’t touch anything,” I warn her.
But Mullory’s eyes are glassy and wide. Crystalized stalactites hang from a corner, enclosing a nest of fluorescent worms petrified in eggs with outer shells of glass. A dome of glacial ice covers three large mushrooms topped with clusters of pearls.
“The strange,” she whispers. “Are you sure the shadow isn’t here somewhere?”
“I’m sure.”
When we reach the bat skeletons, her hold on me tightens. E. Merrybright.
“I always wondered.” Mullory sighs.
“Wondered what?”
Mullory leans into my side to get a better look, and her cheek brushes my neck. “What my mom was doing when she would leave me.”
She’s close enough that I can see the rims of her gray eyes glisten and I panic. What the hell do I do if she cries?
“I guess she had a bigger reason, you know?” Mullory says, catching my gaze, waiting for me to say something insightful.
“No.” I don’t understand why the reason her mom left her matters, because in the end she still left.
I weave Mullory through rows and rows of magical oddities. E. Merrybright pops up again and again.
“My mom used to pretend that the strange was part of a game, a big mystery. We loved mysteries,” she says with a faraway look. “Books, puzzles, oh and of course Clue!”
“The stupid board game?”
“Did you not play it?” she asks, aghast.
Play a board game with Uncle? The thought almost makes me laugh. “No. Uncle would sometimes glamour himself and pretend to be a child, my only friend. Then he’d trick me into doing something horrible just to punish me for it later. That was as close as we got to fun.”
Mullory stiffens in my arms, I can sense that I’ve scared her. Part of me wants to take it back, scoop up all the horrible parts of my childhood, and hide them. “But I, uh, know how to play the game.”
Mullory eases up, relaxing in my arms as we continue. “Did you ask your brother about the warning?”
“Yes.”
Mullory twists in my arms, craning her neck toward me. “And?”
I shrug. “He doesn’t know anything.”
“Or he’s just not telling us.” Mullory’s shoulders hunch forward.
He says I should stay away from you. It’s almost funny and the thought has the corners of my lips twitching.
Mullory smiles and my last line of defense shatters. I smile back.
And then I kind of just sway in place, both of us smiling at each other—and God I hate that I’m enjoying this.
Mullory crinkles her nose at me. “Why are you smiling?”
“No reason.” I shimmy her back around. “Keep looking,” I say before clearing my throat and walking us down the next aisle.
“I remember this one.” Mullory coos at a line of cages suspended at different heights, birds with black-and-turquoise-colored feathers flap behind gilded bars. “They sing in color. It wasn’t just strange, it was beautiful,” she says, her mind wandering in time. “A family of them roosted on the tree outside our kitchen window, drove Gran nuts. They were looking for my mom…I miss her.” The rawness in her voice makes my hands clammy and I can’t help but understand Mullory a bit more.
“Thank you, Lyric,” she says with so much earnestness I feel light-headed. No one ever thanks me.
“You shouldn’t miss her; you’re better off without her,” I offer as a condolence, but the sentiment doesn’t resonate with Mullory, who glances away.
I keep walking, furious with myself for enjoying this so much.
“No!” I yell, swatting Mullory’s hand; her fingertips are inches from the soft blue petals of a flower, a current of electricity crackling across the stamen. “I said don’t touch anything.”
“But it’s lovely.”
“Yeah, it’s lovely and it will also fry every nerve in your body and suck out your spine like a chicken bone.”
Mullory recoils. “That seems extreme.”
“No touching,” I reiterate. Why doesn’t this girl listen to me?
We continue; Mullory’s eyes stay wide as saucers. Jars full of tears collected from weeping monsters, spiderwebs sticky with clusters of glistening jewels, each thing stranger than the last. Many of them found by E. Merrybright. I don’t know how I didn’t notice just how much my uncle owed to Mullory’s mother. I’m stuck in my head, trying to remember if Uncle ever mentioned anything else about her when Mullory extends her hand.
This girl.
“NO!”




All the color drains from Lyric’s face, leaving him looking absolutely terror-stricken, and suddenly I’m panicked that the painting I touched is worse than the spine-sucking plant. In my defense, it wasn’t a suspiciously stunning flower with captivating electricity—it was just a regular old painting. Two stick figures holding hands, the stuff of preschool-caliber art. But what do I know?
Any minute now my brain is going to explode into jelly.
But my nerves don’t combust, and my spine stays in place; instead the air tingles and compresses to release a memory. It smells like peanut butter spread on fresh white bread and chunky applesauce, the artificial kind in a plastic cup. Weird, even for an echo.
The first thing I recognize are his eyes, the smirk hasn’t yet reached its full level of smug, same messy black hair: Lyric, no more than six years old. The real Lyric’s grip turns into a vise as his breath becomes shallow and staggered.
The echo expands to reveal a mess of splattered paint and dripping brushes all soaking on the treasury floor—a single square of canvas sits in the center. Little Lyric is deep in concentration, his tiny hands dipping and dragging paintbrushes in quick strokes. Pride and excitement light up his face, a smear of bright blue paint slicks his eyebrow.
Footsteps echo and Xavier strolls into the frame, his hair is the exact shade of a ripe banana, a few strands stick out beneath a fedora covered in strawberry vines.
“Lyric,” he scolds.
Lyric stumbles over his painting supplies, his cheeks a deep red. “Uncle,” he mumbles, his voice high and squeaky.
“What’s all this? You were supposed to be studying the neverdeath.” He raises a stern finger to a cluster of spiky plants.
Lyric twists his hands nervously together. “I painted something.” A flash of pride streaks across his face, and he lifts the canvas. A stick rendition of Xavier and him beneath a blob of yellow sun. I don’t miss the detail of the stick figures holding hands.
My breath catches at the sight of Lyric, his eyes stretched with longing, hopeful like only a child’s can be. I know the feeling all too well, the yearning for connection.
Xavier raises a hand, and at first, I think he’s going to accept the picture. “I’m giving you everything you need, Lyric. No time for any of that,” he says. He slices his arm through the air and the canvas catches fire, flames scorching the painting. Lyric screams, blisters cropping up on his small hands.
“Next time, do as I say.”
The echo disappears like tiny grains of sand caught in a windstorm, leaving the intact, unburnt painting on an easel. Now I understand why Lyric panicked, because this is private, a broken shard lodged in his heart that he didn’t want picked at.
“At least he kept it,” I say softly.
Lyric kicks the easel and the painting tumbles to the ground. “I couldn’t care less about that.” The lie is brittle, a fragile shield that I don’t dare poke.
“What a waste of time,” he fumes. “We need to find out who did me the favor of murdering my uncle.”
I keep quiet as Lyric lugs me out of the treasury because I don’t know what to say, even though I know what he’s feeling—that soul-wrenching disappointment when the person who’s supposed to care for you doesn’t. It leaves a bitter aftertaste. An ashy coating on your tongue that the palate never clears—I know, because I can’t seem to wash mine away. Maybe that’s what tethers us together, the foul tastes of disappointment and abandonment.
“We need to figure out the other clues before the next party,” Lyric declares after dumping me on my feet.
I nod, respecting his silent plea to ignore what we just saw. “Okay.”
Lyric’s phone blows up with incoming texts, and I reason that the cave full of exotic magical items doesn’t have cell service. “Crap. I have to go.” The bright light of his phone illuminates his furrowed brow. “My sister needs me.”
He leaves before I can ask what his sister needs him for. Not that it’s any of my business. My gurgling stomach leads me to the kitchen. Edwin greets me with a smile and a martini shaker hoisted above his shoulder.
Saffron Stoutmire is perched at the island with an empty glass and a skewer of olives tight between her lips, her face drawn in her signature scowl. She’s thin, all bony angles, not exactly intimidating, even if her children believe otherwise.
“Enjoying yourself?” Her voice has a lazy undercurrent, like she doesn’t really care what I say.
“Sure.” I smile. Being poisoned has been lovely.
Saffron plucks an olive, piercing it with a cherry-red-lacquered nail, and pulverizes it to mush. “None of it matters.” She gives her glass a sloppy push toward Edwin. “Not what I did. Certainly not what you’re doing.”
“I don’t know what you mean,” I say calmly, ignoring the prickle along the nape of my neck. What did she do? Is she involved in the murder?
Saffron laughs, a nasty, wicked bark. “I recognize you,” she whispers, leaning in, her breath ripe with alcohol. “I knew what he was searching for, of course. You look just like her. Just as naive and helpless.”
The words sink in like quicksand and I’m left speechless. “You look just like her.”
“Not the best talker, are you?” Saffron says between sips. “You should try one of my teas—”
“Leave her alone, Mother.” Whitaker sweeps between us, snatching the martini from her hand and dumping it down the sink. He’s got a gentle but firm grasp around my wrist. “Come on, let her be miserable on her own.”
I follow him, leaving Saffron to sulk. “You don’t know misery,” she says as a final parting gift.
“Ignore her,” Whitaker says, guiding me from the kitchen. His light blue eyes are pinned on me, brimming with pity. I break from his hold, suddenly annoyed with the way he’s been staring at me since I got here.
“I don’t need saving, and I don’t need your pity,” I say sternly. I got enough of that when my mom burned our house down and disappeared. Enough for a lifetime.
Whitaker runs a hand through his perfectly tousled blond hair. “I didn’t say…I don’t think…I’m not trying to do that.” He fumbles his words, which makes me feel just a tiny bit guilty for jumping on him.
“You’re holding up much better than I would have,” he offers as a consolation. “You’re better than me and I grew up with this,” he adds, waving his arms around and gesturing to the estate, before refocusing. “Why did you come here, Mullory?” His question isn’t malicious or rude, it’s genuine.
“For my family,” I answer. “Why did you?”
“Same,” he says with a sheepish smile. It’s hard to imagine how he’s even related to Lyric when there’s nothing sharp or broken about him. All soft corners wrapped in a shroud of sadness.
“Why don’t you and Lyric get along?”
Whitaker winces like he’s cracked a rib. “It’s complicated. He blames me for putting him here.”
“But you were just a kid.”
Whitaker shrugs. “Things just kind of…never got better.”
I raise an eyebrow, fishing for an explanation.
“Every time I try to help, he pushes me away because he doesn’t trust me. Which is ironic considering the family is paranoid he might try to kill me for my father’s magic.”
The way he casually mentions Lyric potentially murdering him is terrifying. “That sounds crazy.”
“Not in this family.”
“In any family, murdering your brother is definitely insane.”
“You don’t know this family,” Whitaker answers. His voice is sad and distant.
“Whitaker, my boy!” Zolan Humes elbows right past me and slaps a firm hand on Whitaker’s back. “I was just looking for you, wanted to discuss strategy,” he says, while stepping unapologetically on my foot. “Oh, hello, Mallory.”
I don’t answer him. I’m not particularly in the mood to be told how death becomes me today.




I’m not sure why Ellison texted me and not our almighty savior of a brother. But she was adamant in all caps that I “COME TO THE GREENHOUSE NOW!”
The icy night air nips at my skin as I jog around the estate and through the garden. Moonlight bathes the greenhouse; the glass panes appear to shimmer and the metal finials shine like polished knives.
“Ellison?”
I fumble with my phone and send a quick text. No answer. Come on, Ellison. The front door is ajar and I slip inside. It’s warmer and damp with the musk of soil. I flick the switch and a light bulb sizzles. Shelves of vibrant green plants greet me as I push past a tangle of vines suspended from the ceiling and sidestep around the stone tub used for watering. A second door leads to an adjacent room full of gardening tools. I jiggle the locked handle.
The front door slams behind me and the latch of the padlock clicks into place.
“Very funny, Ellison,” I groan. I hate pranks. I climb up several bags of potting soil to peer out the front window. Two figures are huddled in the darkness and I lean in, pressing my face against cool glass.
“I’ve done what you said,” the smaller one whines. My eyes adjust and I recognize Blade, cowering in place.
Lord Thorn looms over him. “You’re done when the task is done,” he hisses.
A sinking feeling builds in my gut. Suddenly, the greenhouse isn’t just warm, it’s sweltering. What the hell is going on?
“What are you going to do to them?” Blade asks timidly.
I freeze in place, stuck to the window.
“It’s not your place to question my decisions.” Lord Thorn whips his hand through the air with furious speed. Blade involuntarily smashes his own arm against a tree trunk, howling in pain and falling to his knees. Lord Thorn’s magic is viciously powerful, and a part of me—the part that rages deep within—thrills from it.
“Get up,” he barks.
Blade’s legs wobble as he stands. “Yes.” He cradles his arm. “Yes, sir.”
“Everything I do is for the betterment of the council.”
Blade nods, keeping his chin tucked tight.
“Now what have I taught you when crafting a believable scenario?”
“Capitalize on your opponent’s weakness,” Blade replies robotically.
“Yes, and in this case…” Lord Thorn extends a hand toward the greenhouse. Toward me.
“The pressure from the game is undeniable, and tragic things happen all the time.”
I scramble, trying the lock and looking for an escape. I consider breaking the window, but I don’t want to draw Lord Thorn’s attention.
And then I hear a sniffle. Followed by another. And another. Coming from the storage room adjacent to the greenhouse.
“Ellison?”
“Lyric?”
“Ellison, what’s going on?”
More sniffles. “He tricked me…. I’m an idiot. I’m so sorry.”
“Who tricked you?” I tread carefully, not wanting to send Ellison into hysterics.
“Uncle Zolan…he told me the dead thought I’d find something useful in the greenhouse, and when I got here, Blade was waiting and he knocked me out and now Lord Thorn…” Ellison’s voice wobbles and cracks.
“What does he want?” I hear Ellison’s staggered breathing hitch and catch between sobs. “It’s okay, tell me.”
“It’s not okay,” she whimpers. “None of it. I think…”
“Ellison, tell me,” I plead.
“I think he’s going to kill you,” she whispers.
“What?” I choke. “Why?”
“Because…” Ellison’s voice cracks. “Because Mother was having an affair with him.”
“What’s that have to do with me?” My heart thumps in my chest.
Ellison taps the wall like she’s trying to reach me. “Everything,” she says quietly.
“You mean…Is he…”
“Yes.”
My body goes slack, sliding down mounds of potting soil. I’m numb. But with what? Not betrayal, it’s not like I have any relationship with my own father. Maybe just raw shock. Lord Thorn is powerful, feared. Someone who’s important. Someone who surely wouldn’t have spent his childhood shipped away from his family. But I’m not him; I’m just his bastard son.
And then I think of his magic…and his sole heir, who’s younger than me, whom he clearly wants to be Magnus. Three children in magical lines is unorthodox because only two of them can accept the passage of magic, unless a great-uncle without an heir kindly gifts his. No more than two types of magic per family line, all to keep order and balance. But this…this would go against the bylaws. This would be a problem in more ways than one.
Shit.
“Ellison, can you get out?”
“No, I’ve tried.”
“Lyric.” Lord Thorn’s voice booms from outside of the greenhouse, thundering against the glass. A part of me stirs at the sound.
“This isn’t how I wanted things to end,” he says without a hint of remorse. “I’d hoped for a different outcome. Your uncle failed me, he promised to clear up this little problem, but then he went and got himself murdered. But you can feel it, can’t you, Lyric? It grows stronger every day.”
I can feel it.
It unfurls, the anger that’s been raging and building finally crashes through the wall. It has a source. I’ve heard that magic reacts to its environment, that it conforms to the person wielding it. Magic isn’t as scientific as the scholars claim; there’s some unpredictability entwined within it, changes that occur not with the technical aspect but with the essence of it. Those who are more spiritual believe that magic clings to one’s soul, imbibing beliefs and morphing based on intentions, good or bad. Lord Thorn’s magic calls to me, dark and monstrous, a bottomless pit of power.
I slam my fist into the wall. This isn’t what I wanted. That magic isn’t mine. Uncle X never stops letting me down, even in death. He was too greedy to give me his own magic and too obsessed with the shadow to save me from Lord Thorn.
I scream, beating my fists against the walls.
“Lyric.” Ellison is full-on sobbing now.
“We need to think of—” My train of thought is abruptly severed, and I’m overwhelmed by the urge to get into the stone tub. No, overwhelmed isn’t the right word. I’m compelled. Forced. I need to get in the tub more than I need to breathe.
I climb over the ledge and settle into the rectangular basin. My next impulse is to grab the hose and turn it on. I try to fight it as my fingers skim the spigot, straining every muscle as I break into a sweat. But it’s futile. Cool water trickles from the spout, splashing my legs and running along the bottom. And then my brain relaxes and instructs my body to go limp. Wait, it instructs me. Wait. Wait for the tub to fill and…
“Tragic things happen all the time.”
“Ellison,” I say as calmly as I can while the water sloshes along the soles of my boots. “I need you to call for help. Call Whitaker.” As much as it pains me to ask my brother for help, I’m desperate.
“I can’t, I don’t have my phone. I must have dropped it outside. Lyric, what’s happening?”
Every curse and swear I know spews from my lips. “He has me stuck in the water basin. I can’t move! I need you to get over here somehow.”
A cacophony of crashing tools mixed with Ellison grunting rings through the separating wall. My fingers grip the edge of the tub, squeezing the stone until they’re chalk white. My mind is at war with itself. I want to get out, but my body is set in place. Stuck like a fly in a web.
“Don’t panic,” I tell myself as spikes of adrenaline pulse through my veins. The water rises, slowly, but steadily in torturous fashion.
And then I remember that there is some sort of a hole, a type of cellar beneath the two rooms. Uncle had me fill it with dirt before the tool supply room was built on top. “It will be good for you to get your hands dirty,” he’d said. I could almost laugh if I wasn’t lying in a tub filling with water meant to drown me.
“Ellison!”
“I’m trying, Lyric! I can’t—”
“Never mind that. There’s another way. Can you find a shovel?”
I hear Ellison rummaging around, metal tools clacking together. “Yes, I’ve got one!”
“Okay, now…” I say as the water skims my elbows. “Find the door in the wall between us.”
“Got it.”
“There’s a latch on the floor. Pull it up. You can do it, Ellison,” I say in the most supportive voice I can muster.
“It’s just a hole with dirt.”
“Perfect,” I shout with relief. “You need to dig it deep enough to fit underneath.”
Ellison doesn’t answer and the silence unnerves me. I can hear each drop of water splash into the surface that’s slowing rising like the tide, engulfing me. “Ellison, please.” My voice wavers.
“Lyric…” Her voice breaks. “My nightmare,” she says. “It’s my nightmare…the one that Mother gave me.”
I’m in a nightmare. “You can do it.”
“I’ll try,” she says weakly.
But water is getting too high, defeat rises with every inch. My clenched muscles relax, and my heart begins to slow, undoing itself like I’m sinking into a deep sleep. An odd calmness envelops me. Blocking out the drip, drip of the water and my sister’s frantic cries.
A strangled laugh escapes my lips. Because after all this, Lord Thorn wasn’t the one to kill Uncle X, or so he implied. The clue Uncle X left—the warning to watch for Lord Thorn—it wasn’t a memory of the past, but a warning for the future, for me. All the good it did me. Removing Lord Thorn from the suspect list is useless now.
I close my eyes, but I don’t think of my deranged family. Or my uncle who raised me with cruelty and then died, leaving me completely alone. The echo he released, a weak warning. Watch out for Lord Thorn. Thanks a lot.
I don’t even think about death. I think of her.
Why? Why now when I’m about to die?
She’s nothing. No one. I only just met her a few days ago. It’s probably just because the last time I almost died I was with her in a poison-induced fog. Yeah, that’s it, I think as the water rises. Even death can’t force the stubborn out of me.




I can’t.
I can’t do it.
The shovel wobbles in my hands. A band of dirt is smeared across my wrist—my pale skin looks almost blue in the moonlight. I hate this room and I hate gardening—what a pointless activity.
My legs buckle and I sink to my knees, falling in a patch of dirt and grime, too numb to even care. Panic slithers through my body, clacking across my bones and immobilizing me with fear so visceral I can taste it. It coats my tongue, sour and stale.
Drip. Drip. Drip.
The sound of the water reminds me of the urgency, and I know I need to dig. But I just can’t. My deepest fear—the very thing that wrecked my soul—the thing responsible for making me how I am, with all my aversions to touch. Is this.
This.
My nightmare. The one my mother brewed for me and made me drink until I knew it better than I knew anything else. I don’t understand how it’s a real thing. A possibility. I’d always just thought it was designed to torture me, not that I’d ever actually have to face it.
It always starts the same.
Always with dirt.
In my nightmare I’m trapped, clawing, and digging in darkness, but I can feel it—each fleck of gritty filth coats me like a suffocating web. I can feel the moistness, it fills my mouth and I taste the rotten, decaying bits of earth as they spill down my throat. My lungs burn for oxygen that lies several feet above.
The shovel falls from my fingers, it hits the ground, and I slump against the wall. “Lyric…I can’t.” I’m too weak. Nothing but a little girl trapped in her nightmare.
Drip. Drip.
“It’s okay,” he says softly. “It’s not your fault.”
Tears slide down my cheeks. I close my eyes to steady myself. “I’m…sorry.” The words bubble from my lips, sobs catching between.
“It’s okay.” His voice is timid and shy, a remnant of the little boy who was never given a chance.
“I should’ve done more.” I wince, holding my hand up as if I can somehow reach him. I’m a coward and this is my weak attempt to own up to everything in the past.
Lyric lets out the faintest of sighs and it nearly cleaves my heart into pieces. “At least you wanted me around,” he says. “No one else ever did.”
I want to argue that it’s not true—that’s what any other sibling would do, but all we have at this point is the truth. And I hate that I was the only one who seemed to care. I hate that Lyric was doomed from the start simply because he existed.
“Maybe I deserve this,” Lyric says quietly.
I raise my palm to the wall separating us, my nails digging into the splintery wood. “What do you mean?”
“After all this time…” Lyric lets out a heavy sigh. “It was me.”
The Scotch tape holding my heart together peels away and all the pieces crumble to dust. “Lyric,” I barely whisper.
“I hurt that girl. I was so convinced it was Blade, that he was the monster…I never really considered the alternative.”
“You were just a kid…” My voice breaks. At the time I couldn’t explain what I’d seen, I couldn’t bring myself to consider it. “I remember—”
“Don’t.” His voice is stern but softens with a plea. “Please.” He sounds like the little boy I knew. Not a monster.
“I was going to say I remember the flowers. I know it was you.”
The silence between us is filled with the pressing drip, drip of the water. I know Lyric remembers what I’m talking about, even if he’s quiet, because that’s Lyric, he wouldn’t dare admit to doing something good. But I remember for the both of us. I’d gotten the chicken pox (the most abhorrent sickness) and missed my violin recital. “It’s not a big deal, Ellison. Don’t make a scene.” My mother’s weak attempt at affection. I lay in my bed refusing to be consoled, but when I woke there were daisies scattered on my nightstand and all my stuffed animals were lined up in a row. Play 4 us was scribbled in crayon on a card.
“I’m sorry, Lyric,” I sob, and before I realize what I’m doing the shovel is back in my hand and I’m thrusting it into the ground, throwing chunks of dirt as fast as I can. I hate the feel of it between my fingers, collecting under my nails and turning them black. But I keep digging. And it hits me. Cecilia’s message, it was a warning. A gravestone floating on the sea was a prophetic vision of Lyric’s death in water. No, I refuse to accept it.
Drip. Drip. Drip.
“Hold on!” I call with newfound energy. I keep digging, because if I stop, I’m sure I’ll break into a million little pieces. My shovel dips, dragging my arms into a crevice of sorts beneath the wall. I’ve yet to do the hardest part. I shove my boot into the hole. A little bit more. Dig a little bit more, then crawl through. My body tenses and my throat itches and I can’t tell if my vision is blurred from tears or sweat.
Drip. Drip. Drip.
I’m not religious, but I pray to anyone who will listen while I slither on my belly, taking a gulp of air before wedging myself into the hole.
I’m six years old again. I’m six years old and I’ve just finished my tea and my mother has locked me in for the night. My eyes are drowsy, and sleep pulls me under like a riptide. And I taste it.
I feel it.
The dirt burns against my skin. I’m sure this is how I die.
Drip. Drip. Drip.
The sound of the water sparks me to kick my feet. Wiggle. Push. Move. Faster. My fingertips scratch at the damp soil, and I feel something firm. I grab hold of the stone and pull myself up. I fumble to my knees, heaving and spitting phlegm that is as black as soot and tastes of rot.
Drip. Drip. Drip.
My legs give out and I stagger forward, fighting the urge to throw up.
Drip. Drip. Drip. Pop.
A bubble bursts on the surface of the water and I can just see the crown of my brother’s head. I plunge my arms in and lock them under his torso. His body is limp and weighed down by his waterlogged clothes. I’m almost pulled under as well, but I wedge the heels of my boots into the ground, straining my every muscle to pull. Being this near to him with his shoulders crushed against my chest makes me cringe. I fight the panic and I bite my tongue until a metallic taste coats my teeth.
Lyric’s lips are blue, and his eyelids are shut, as I heave his legs out of the stone tub. Water sloshes violently over the edge as I drag him to a dry spot.
He’s not breathing.
I’ve never seen death.
I tip his head back and feel for a pulse before lacing my fingers together and compressing his chest.
Death Bringer card be damned.




I’m not eavesdropping.
I’m merely seated by the fire while Zolan praises Whitaker and enlightens him on the politics currently plaguing the magical council. Either he thinks I’m too inconsequential to matter, or he just doesn’t care, because he lets me listen. Maybe he’s used to an audience, entertaining the dead all day.
“Lord Tiresse agrees with my proposition, and as you know she has tremendous sway with the council,” Uncle Zolan remarks proudly.
“That’s, um, great,” Whitaker responds half-heartedly.
Zolan claps his hands together and rests them in his lap. “My boy, I don’t want you to worry about Lord Thorn’s vote. The council respects my position. My name carries great weight in the realms of both the living and the dead.”
Whitaker flinches, tensing on the edge of the couch.
“I want you to know, I sought out Xavier before all of this mess with him being murdered.” Zolan waves a dismissive hand when he mentions it. “I tried to make him seek reason. Why waste the magic on Lyric?”
“It’s not a waste,” grumbles Whitaker.
“Now,” Zolan says with a dramatic pause, “if you were to win the game and harness both your father’s and your uncle’s magic, well, we might be able to set our sights even higher.” There’s a longing glint to his eyes.
It’s clear he’s playing favorites.
“I don’t know,” says Whitaker.
Zolan raises a palm to the air. “No need for any decisions yet. I’m doing my best to help you.”
Help him how?
“Focus on the ga—” But before Zolan can finish, his eyes flicker and his stare focuses on something I can’t see. Something, or someone, that isn’t there.
“Forgive me,” he says slowly. “I thought I saw your brother.”
It takes a moment for the gravity of his words to crash over me like a wave. Zolan Humes sees the dead.
Whitaker’s blue eyes bulge and I’m flying across the room to his side in an instant.
“Where?” Whitaker growls.
Zolan leans into the leather chair, plucking a cigar from a humidor. “I didn’t think he’d go that far, not what we talked about, what a shame,” he mumbles under his breath.
“Where did you see him?” I plead.
“In the space of the dead,” he answers squarely.
I can tell he isn’t going to make this easy.
“People die,” Zolan says coolly. “Sometimes it is a gift. Make lemonade from his death.”
Whitaker lets out a scream and the flames in the fireplace dance over the edge of the grate. I grab his arm and pull us into a run.
It’s a mad sprint as we tear through the house. Whitaker unfurls like a hurricane. I didn’t think he had such a soft spot for his brother.
Edwin intercepts us—his black blazer blends into the dimness of the halls, and his green eyes are luminous with terror. “In the gardens,” he bellows. “Go!”
Whitaker doesn’t wait for me to catch up, he sprints through the solarium doors and a wave of night air skirts across our skin in ripples. My eyes struggle to adjust as I skip over rocks and potted plants, blood pumping so fast it fills my ears.
“Lyric!” I scream. “Lyric!” His name rips through my throat like a clawed animal. When did I start to care so much? Maybe it’s because I know no one else will. Or maybe it’s something else.
Silvery moonlight glitters across the glass sides of the greenhouse. Whitaker slows in front of two bodies; one is slumped across the lap of the other. My heart lodges into the base of my throat. We’re too late.
“Mother?” Whitaker asks, confused.
I inch closer to find Saffron Stoutmire cradling Lord Thorn, who is…asleep on her lap. She’s clutching a rag soaked with something brown and sopping. I can smell jasmine and rose and something else, something steeped in magic.
“What happened?” Whitaker demands.
“Lord Thorn…” Saffron swallows, squeezing her eyes shut. “Blade appeared, whimpering in the kitchen, and he told us…” Saffron’s voice trembles, but she picks herself back up. “It doesn’t matter what happened, what matters is that I won’t let it happen again.” She glares at Lord Thorn, whose head lolls to the side. “He’ll wake with a headache, and I won’t let him try again,” she says while squeezing the rag in her hand. “The dream will convince him not to.” I can’t help but notice the dark rings circling Saffron’s steel-cut eyes. Were they there before?
“Where’s Lyric?” This complicated family drama makes my head spin.
Saffron whips her short hair to face me, scowling. Whitaker takes a step between us.
“Answer her,” he demands.
She tips her head toward the greenhouse. “Not a word of this,” she says as I dash toward the door.
“Is he okay?” asks Whitaker.
Saffron’s voice drops to a whisper. “He’s never been okay.” Her head bobs to her neck. “No matter what I do.”
I don’t dare breathe as I push open the door, too afraid of what I’ll find.
Ellison Stoutmire’s eyes find mine first—glowing like incandescent sapphires. Her normally blond hair is streaked with mud and muck just like the smear of tears that are easy to trace on her filthy cheeks. She’s trembling, slumped on the floor….
And Lyric. His skin is sickly and gray and wrong. But his mouth is moving, blue lips sputtering water. Whitaker stumbles in behind me.
“Alive,” Ellison finally says between chattering teeth. “He’s alive.” Her face is slack with shock. Lyric is limp in her arms; his chest rises and falls with staggered breaths.
Whitaker rushes over, crouching before the two of them, and slips an arm beneath Lyric’s back, attempting to lift him up.
Ellison resists, clamping her hands down, clutching Lyric, squishing her nails into his sopping shirt. Water dribbles down her face, a track of muddy tears. “He’s alive,” she says in a panic, refusing to let go.
Whitaker freezes, swallowing hard. “It’s okay now,” he says slowly. “I’ll take him.”
Ellison snaps her head up, breaking through her mental fog and slowly releasing her grip. A tiny nod, relenting.
“What happened?” I whisper.
Ellison gives a weak shake of her head and her lower lip quivers as she wipes her sleeve across her face, pride creeping back in place as she stands.
Lyric’s eyelids flutter open as Whitaker heaves him up. “Easy, I’ve got you,” he says gently.
Lyric sways on unsteady feet and Whitaker grips both of his shoulders to keep him upright. Lyric’s dark eyes go suddenly wide when he recognizes Whitaker, and for a brief moment both brothers stare at each other, near enough that they might hug. But Lyric breaks away like a wounded animal.
“Why did you come?” Lyric stares straight at Whitaker.
Anger and betrayal and unresolved emotions bubble back up, shattering the moment and stunning me into silence. It feels like I’m tiptoeing around the edge of a volcano.
“You probably wish I died, don’t you?” Lyric challenges Whitaker. “I bet you were hoping to find me dead, pesky little brother problem solved.”
Whitaker’s blue eyes flash with anger. “Ungrateful bastard,” he yells. “Did Ellison even tell you our plan? We’ve been trying to solve this mystery and tell you so that you could win. We’re always trying to help you, but you’re too stubborn and selfish to notice!”
I look to Lyric, hoping to find a crack in his facade. Certainly, the fact that his siblings have been trying to help him matters. Something withers inside of him, a spark stomped out. He looks defeated, worn thin.
“I…” Lyric looks to Ellison and then to Whitaker with shame burning across his cheeks. “I didn’t know.” His voice is heavy with regret, his eyes are glassy, and he turns his head, making it impossible to tell if there are tears. “I didn’t know any of it,” he says in a whisper. There’s something broken, like his insides have been hollowed out and only a shell remains.
Whitaker stirs and raises a hand that hovers near Lyric’s shoulder, but Lyric rushes out before he can lower it.
“Let him go,” Ellison whispers to Whitaker. “He knows.”
I don’t follow him either. I can tell he needs space.
Ellison’s legs wobble and she crouches down before sinking into the muddy puddle of water pooling around her ankles. Silence stews in the greenhouse, interrupted only by the trickle of water that runs from the overfilled tub into the cracks and dips of the floor. Whitaker finds the faucet and shuts off the hose.
“We can still do it,” he finally says. “Stick to the plan and sort out the mess with Lord Thorn after.”
What mess with Lord Thorn? My heart breaks at how Whitaker’s still thinking of Lyric.
“It’s real, you know,” Ellison says quietly. Seeing her covered in mud, sitting eerily still, makes me shift uncomfortably. “The nightmares. The ones our loving mother gave us.”
Whitaker freezes and raises an eyebrow. “What?”
Ellison’s gaze is fuzzy, and she runs a finger down the dewy leaf of an electric-green plant. “I just lived mine,” she tells Whitaker calmly. “So, if I were you, I’d be ready.”
Whitaker staggers back and stares—not at Ellison but at me—in disbelief.
“What are you talking about?” I ask, adrenaline surging.
A hollow laugh escapes from Ellison’s lips. “Lord Thorn compelled Lyric to drown himself”—she shudders before composing herself and raising a finger—“in that tub.”
I inch toward the stone tub to peek inside. It’s filled to the brim. “Why…why would he do that?”
“Because Lyric is his true firstborn and he doesn’t want his magic to transfer to him,” says Whitaker.
I feel physically sick; bile bubbles up from my stomach. I brace my hand on the edge of the tub—something like oil pools on the surface in fat, glossy droplets. I lean closer…what is…
“No one is going to believe us, Ellison,” Whitaker argues.
“And why not?” she challenges. “Why does he get away with this?”
“It’s his word against Lyric’s.”
“And mine and yours,” she pleads. “Even hers.” Ellison gives me a half nod.
“Doesn’t matter,” Whitaker says, resigned. “You know how these things go. Our own mother knows, so does our uncle. I think Uncle Zolan even helped. No one cares.”
I inhale sharply, the scent lingering on the water is so striking and unforgettable—it reeks of something decaying, rotting, unnaturally so. And I know this smell, I couldn’t forget it even if I tried.
I whip around, bursting between Whitaker and Ellison. “The smell,” I say.
“Lord Thorn’s vile magic,” Ellison answers. “It smells almost as horrible as it is. He can compel you to do almost anything.”
“Like burn your own house down?” I ask as my hands begin to shake.
“Yeah, that’s exactly the type of thing he’d do.”




The anger swelling inside of me has a name and a source—Lord Thorn’s bloodthirsty magic is like a siren song to my soul. Building and building until I’m eighteen and it can finally ignite. It thrums through my body when I wake curled around my pillow, soaked in sweat.
But I know an even darker truth. One that settled over me in the calm of drowning—in the peace that death allowed in.
Lord Thorn—my birth father—he’ll never let me claim that magic. Death will claim me first. He’ll make sure of it. It’s what our family does to eliminate problems. Fitting, really. Like taking road trips or skiing or wearing matching pajamas. Ours just happens to be murder. Uncle X started the tradition.
I brush my teeth so violently that I’m spitting blood in the sink when I rinse. What’s even the point? Nothing this entire week has worked out like it was supposed to. My insides are torched with hate, my vision blurred in red.
And my siblings think they can help me? I can’t stand to look at them, not when they know what I did. How could they ever treat me the same?
I’m storming off to Mullory’s room before I realize it. Martin, Quinby, and Mateo are in my way, hunched over some sort of pole that looks like a metal detector. I barrel between them, slamming the contraption against the wall. It splinters against the plaster, bits and pieces ricocheting through the air.
“You can’t do that, Lyric!” Martin practically wails, scurrying across the floor.
“I think I just did.”
“You can’t treat us like this,” Quinby pouts.
“Leave it alone,” Mateo warns. Maybe he sees the incandescent rage building in my eyes or maybe he can hear the whisper of a voice in my head, letting me know that in the future I’ll be able to make them do whatever I want.
But Quinby doesn’t quit. “You don’t deserve to win. You’ve always been cruel to us.”
“You don’t know cruel, you never lived here,” I say, leaving them to pick up their stupid science project. Let them win Uncle’s useless magic.
As if my day can’t get any worse, I stumble into my mother. She doesn’t apologize or explain or ask for forgiveness. To do any of that, she’d have to admit that she was wrong. And Saffron Stoutmire is never wrong.
“I won’t let him try again,” she says flatly, like I should be so grateful. As if she could truly stop Lord Thorn.
I grind my molars. “It was so nice spending some quality family time together.”
My mother’s expression sours. “Don’t provoke him, Lyric. You won’t win.”
Unbelievable. “Did you know all along?”
My mother stiffens. “I only suspected.” Her voice drops a beat, like she’s recounting something painful. “I didn’t know for sure until that night…not until the incident.” She swallows and pinches her lips together, her eyes glistening with pity and a touch of fear, neither of which I want any part of.
“Not an incident,” I roar. “I hurt that girl.”
My mother recoils. “You had no control over it.”
“And why is that?” I wait for her to take ownership of this mess.
“It was a difficult situation, Lyric.”
I can’t help but laugh in her face. “And this was your answer? Did you truly think he’d be okay with this? With passing his magic to a bastard son whose own family hid him? Great plan, Mother.”
“Shhh.” She presses her finger to her lips. “You don’t know who’s listening.” She’s still worried about the council, about appearances.
“Like I care. I’m dead either way.”
I don’t wait for her reaction; I’ve had more than enough of my family quota for the day, and I keep marching down the hall.
I pause, hand raised before the door to Mullory’s bedroom. I tell myself that I’m here because I want to tell Mullory to piss off. The anger inside me flickers excitedly at the thought. But…maybe I’m here for something else.
I can hear Mullory rush to the door, feet pounding against the floor. Her curly hair is wound in knots coiling down her face, her eyes are puffy and red.
“I’m sorry,” she finally mews. Her voice is hoarse and broken. Why would she care?
“For what?” I fight to keep my voice neutral. Nothing matters.
Mullory inhales, and her face softens before she leans nearer, wrapping her arms around my neck.
My entire body tenses like a taut string. But Mullory doesn’t back down, her lemony scent thickens around me. I don’t hug, never did. But my shoulders relax and the fire inside me is quelled for the briefest of moments.
I freeze in place.
Because all that lies beneath my rage is sadness, a lonely bottomless well.




Day six of the game. Maybe I should’ve run from the strange when I had the chance.
I’m squeezing Lyric, hands clasped tightly around his neck, face buried beneath his chin. He smells like campfire and cinnamon. I’m not sure who needs the hug more. He’s tense at first, but ever so slowly I feel his muscles relax, and his fingertips trace my back, the lightest of touches, before he recoils against the wall.
“It doesn’t matter, none of it. Not this stupid game, nothing.” Lyric’s face is hot with betrayal. His hair falls in dark crumpled waves over his eyebrows. His eyes are moist, and he wipes his sleeve across his face, clenching his teeth together.
Part of me wants to reach out and run my fingers across his cheekbones. But I’m a breath away from shattering as well. I spent the night plotting and planning and recounting every minute from the day my mom left. The day Lord Thorn compelled her to burn our house down…Was he looking for the same thing Xavier Stoutmire was? What were you involved in, Mom?
A small part of me feels relief—the binding around my heart unspooled—releasing the secrets that kept me awake in bed. Why would my mom run from us again? Of course, everyone in town had their reasons, gossip spreads in a hurry. But my reason was always the hardest to face head-on because my reason was always me. Loneliness will do that—turn you inside out and pit you against yourself.
Lyric paces my room; his boots are stiff and water-stained from almost drowning. My heart skips at the thought and my tongue knots. What do I even say to him?
“Why doesn’t the game matter?” I finally ask. He was hell-bent on claiming his uncle’s magic. I had my reasons as well, a new home for Gran and me—somewhere my mom could come back to. Now I don’t know what I’m doing or why I’m still here. But Lyric deserves the magic. At least that.
Lyric doesn’t look at me, so I keep going. “Seems like we’re so close now. The person responsible is on the estate. Your uncle wrote himself a note to watch out for Lord Thorn, who tried to kill you last night. And he…” I stop myself, cheeks hot with emotion.
“He what?” Lyric asks.
I cross my arms, burying my hands into the folds of my oversize sweater. “He was looking for my mom,” I whisper.
Lyric gives me a funny stare. “How do you know that?”
“I just do,” I say, blinking back tears. “Maybe he was looking to use her like Xavier did, but it doesn’t matter. Lord Thorn is suspect number one.”
Lyric runs his hand across the wardrobe doors, twisting his finger around the gilded knobs. “It wasn’t him.”
I don’t want to hit a nerve. I know Lyric’s not acting like it, but deep down he’s hurt. How could he not be? “You can admit that it makes sense.”
“Last night.” The words catch in Lyric’s throat, but he grinds over them. “Last night, Lord Thorn implied he didn’t know who murdered my uncle.”
“Yeah, but can you really trust what he says?” I ask without stating the obvious murder attempt.
Lyric shifts awkwardly, squeezing his hands into fists and shoving them into the pockets of his black jeans. “I could feel that he was telling the truth.”
“I don’t understand.”
Lyric cuts the distance between us, his face crumbling with pain and disgust. “His magic is already a part of me. It has been for a while,” he growls, banging his fist against his chest as if hurting himself might dislodge it. “Transferring magic almost always connects you in some way.”
“Would it be the worst?” I dare to ask. Lyric’s been oblivious to everything in this game except securing the magic. Why not take Lord Thorn’s? He doesn’t need to be a monster like him just because he has his magic.
Lyric becomes unnaturally quiet, his chin dips to his chest as he slumps on the bed beside me.
“What is it?”
“It was me.” Lyric lifts his head to meet my gaze. “It was me who hurt that girl on Christmas Eve.” There’s a hesitation to his voice, a gateway meant for me to respond with fear. To run away. But I’m not afraid. At least not of him.
I inch my fingers across the bed and rest them on his knee. My heart does a frantic beat. “What do you mean?”
Lyric sighs. “I mean I’d always thought it was Blade who channeled Lord Thorn’s magic and compelled the girl to throw herself down the stairs….” His voice fades and his eyes are downcast, ashamed. “But it was me.” Lyric twists the corner of the bedsheet between his fingers.
“But you didn’t mean to hurt her, you were just a child.”
Lyric rubs his chest, palm to his heart, a frantic gleam in his eyes. “But what if I did mean it?”
I don’t dare blink and Lyric nudges closer, dipping to the side so that his nose brushes my cheek. Every nerve ending in my entire body is suddenly electric, violently so. My voice is barely a whisper. “Did you?”
I can’t help the soft shudder that leaves my lips as Lyric buries his face in my hair. “No,” he says on an exhale. “I didn’t want to hurt her.” He tips his forehead against my temple, his face resting gently on mine. “Do you believe me?” There’s an urgency to the question, a raw need for me to believe.
It’s the only thing between us, a moment on the brink.
“I believe you,” I murmur. “You can control his magic.”
“Mullory.” Lyric says my name with a sigh and pulls away. “It doesn’t matter if I can control it, because he’ll never let me have it. It’s meant for his son.”
The last word stings like alcohol on an open wound because Lyric’s his son, too. “So does that mean Blade is…”
“My brother. Half brother. As if I needed another one of those.”
Another piece of the puzzle slides into place. “Your brother, a warning.” I repeat the message Xavier left him. “Maybe your uncle meant Blade as the actual warning.”
Lyric sighs, defeated. “Maybe. Not that it matters.”
“Why? Do you think he’s going to try…” I don’t get the words out. “To try again?” I ask, aghast.
“Of course he is.” Lyric shrugs like it’s obvious.
“And everyone’s just going to let him get away with it? What about your family?”
This gets a laugh out of Lyric, sharp and quick, and I startle backward, leaning against my bed. “My mother pretends like she has some control over him, but she’ll slip up again. Guaranteed. The rest of them either don’t care or can’t do a thing about it. He has the entire council bent to his every whim.”
“So that’s it?” I feel my throat closing, tears building.
“That’s it. I forget this game and wait…” His voice trails off.
I finish the sentence in my head. Wait for Lord Thorn to kill him. “Can’t you just refuse his magic? Just give it back to Lord Thorn and win the game, get your uncle’s magic instead,” I rant, refusing to keel over like Lyric. Something akin to fire roars in my belly. Anger. It’s like a foreign language on my tongue.
“It doesn’t work like that. It’s impossible to break the connection with a firstborn. The only way is for me to die.” Lyric’s face is softer, his jaw slack. Like he’s resigned to letting Lord Thorn kill him. “You should go home, Mullory. I’ll see to it that Edwin transfers funds from my trust and gets you the house that you were talking about. I have no use for money.”
And there it is. A lifeline tossed between us. A ladder for me to climb up and out of the pit that’s about to bury us alive. All I have to do is leave. What use am I anyway? If I stay, I’ll probably end up dead, too.
Dead. Death. Thinking of it causes an idea to spark. “Lyric!” I shout his name in a rush. “If we did keep playing and we won, you would get your uncle’s magic and we’d know who killed him.”
“So?”
I race to my backpack and yank out my notebook. “We know why he was murdered,” I say, enthusiasm building.
“Mullory, this is pointless—”
But I keep going, connecting all the dots. “Your uncle was murdered because he had the shadow. And you told me that the shadow could bring someone back from the dead.”
Lyric’s mouth pinches closed, and his eyes light up. “The person who murdered my uncle has it. If we win, we could steal the shadow from them.”
I nod, suppressing the urge to squeal. “Yes.”
Lyric straightens his posture, eyes sharpening. “I die, severing my connection with Lord Thorn, and the shadow brings me back. My uncle’s magic will remain intact because it’s bound to the will.”
I hadn’t thought about the will, but I nod my head excitedly.
“We win the game,” Lyric says resolutely.
“We win the game,” I echo, my mind made up, ignoring the selfish rational voice that I’ve chosen to silence.
Lyric pauses, staring straight at me. “Mullory.” He says my name without hesitation or inflection. Not a question, but a promise.




I don’t like it.
The nervous thing jittering around my stomach. But I can’t stop staring at Mullory. The looks she’s giving me, like…like she cares. No one ever…I mean, not my uncle, not my mother. I should close the distance between us. Hug her again? My nerves have me jostling around like a twelve-year-old at the punch bowl of our middle school dance. Get it together, Lyric!
Mullory finally clears her throat and smooths her hand over her notebook. “We know why your uncle was murdered, but when?” She taps her fingers, puzzled. “The answer would’ve come from the tea party. What are we missing?”
I reel in my stupid feelings and snap back into game mode. Her notes from the tea party are a frantic swirl of ink.
“This?” Mullory asks hesitantly while lifting the tea sachet she retrieved from her pot of poison. I’d almost forgotten about it.
“There would have been some sort of instructions, some clue at the party.”
Mullory’s cheeks flush and I look away, for reasons that don’t matter right now. “The poem. ‘Tread lightly, time is a bloody tangle. Eyes on the future, find the right angle.’ We used the second line, but not the first!”
Blood. Time. I don’t think, I just react, punching my fist into the mirror above the dresser. The glass shatters, piercing my eardrums and cascading in shards to the floor.
Mullory screams.
But I’m hell-bent on figuring this out. I yank a shard of glass from the rug before slicing it across my forearm.
Mullory wheezes. “Lyric!”
Dark red blood oozes from my arm, and I let it drip onto the tea sachet. “Time is a bloody tangle.” I grin, smearing my blood over the floral leafy bits in the bag.
The blood seeps in with a satisfied gurgle before the bag explodes and the fragments of tea leaves swirl on the floor arranging into the face of a clock. The hands set on a time. The time my uncle was murdered.
“Six o’clock,” Mullory says, not missing a beat.
I nod.
“Lyric,” Mullory howls, while staring at the wound dripping blood all over the cream rugs. She rushes into the bathroom, slams drawers, and sprints back out with a first aid kit.
I was content to wipe the blood on my pants and keep moving forward with the game, but Mullory is methodical with the antiseptic wipes, gauze, and medical tape.
“You have to keep it clean,” she orders while pressing her fingers down, smoothing the edges. Her touch trails across my bare skin, lingering near my wrist, like a bolt of lightning. We’re close. So close I can trace every freckle. Flecks of blue and gold are caught in the gray of her eyes, swirled together like the sky before a storm.
Mullory leans closer, lips parted, when a knock at the door causes her to startle—arms flail, knocking the first aid kit in the air. Band-Aids and gauze flutter to the ground.
“Fräulein Mullory?” The staffer named Greta, a strict middle-aged woman, knocks again.
“She’s here to clean my room,” Mullory whispers, embarrassment radiating off her in waves.
It’s kind of funny. Almost cute. If I found things like this to be cute. “Come on in,” I yell. Mullory leaps across the room, putting distance between us as if not to be caught in a crime. I try not to laugh.
Greta bustles in, pushing a cleaning cart, her blazer robin’s-egg blue today, her hair set in a tight twist.
“Herr Lyric,” she says with nod, very professionally. Her eyes sweep over the bloodstained carpet and shattered mirror, but she doesn’t say a thing, just another day at Stoutmire Estate.
Mullory’s skin has broken out in splotchy red patches, and she shifts nervously on her heels while nibbling on her fingernail.
I’m not going to admit to enjoying this.
Greta begins to strip the bed as Mullory skips back over and taps my side. “Lyric came by to bring me to breakfast,” she says.
I raise an eyebrow, but Mullory soldiers on with her pretend story.
“He tripped and fell into the mirror and…”
I smile and then wink, and Mullory pauses with her mouth hanging open.
I give Greta an overexaggerated shrug. “Clumsy me. Falling into mirrors.”
“We were just leaving,” Mullory mutters to Greta.
“Of course,” she responds, pulling open the armoire to get fresh linens. A loud pop echoes throughout the estate. Mullory latches on to my arm, and I don’t shake her away.
A flutter of delicate wings, black and patterned like lace, rustles past me. Butterflies, with translucent wings marked with fine black tendrils and icy-blue spots, swirl around my head.
“Ah!” Greta claps her hands. “That will be the invite for the garden party!” she exclaims. “You’re going to love it.”
As if on cue, the butterflies flutter gracefully into a line, the blue markings dotting their papery wings match Greta’s blazer and form a line of script when side by side.
Bury me in the gardens at noon?


Mullory cringes at the morose invite—my uncle did have a morbid sense of humor—but we lock eyes shortly after. Another party. Another question. Another clue.




As it turns out, my hair is a “tragic knot of sadness,” according to Greta, who insists that I wash and condition it again. Tears spring to the corners of my eyes as she rakes a brush through, pulling so tight my scalp throbs.
“Can’t I just dress like I normally do?” I wince as Greta slashes the comb through the air like a machete.
“Not for the garden party. You should look nice.”
“So, I haven’t looked nice before?” I ask. Sweet, sweet Greta is turning on me. She only “Humphs” in response.
Who cares about my hair, really? What about the game? Or all the murder?
But apparently Greta cares, so I settle onto my butt, enduring the torture. The line of butterflies perched on my bed flutter into the armoire, carting out a creamy dress dusted in gold like this is some fairy tale and not a murder mystery.
“Go,” Greta orders with a firm pat on my back. My hair is twisted in a loose braid that coils down my shoulder. The dress fits like a dream, soft silk that ripples in layers to the laces of my high-tops (not Greta’s first choice, but it wasn’t negotiable). Folds of satiny fabric in shades of gold melt like the sunset. One of the butterflies fades from black to a peachy shade and nestles into the swoop of my braid, radiating scents of lilac and rosewater.
I don’t normally think of myself as pretty. I’m more of a book smart, sweater-and-practical-jeans type of girl, but gazing into the floor-length mirror of the armoire…I don’t know…maybe.
I follow the current of butterflies down the hall, their papery wings swishing together like a stream of light music. It winds me down the stairs and then into the solarium before exiting through the glass doors toward the gardens. The butterflies settle into the folds of oversize ivory roses, whose stems are twisted around votive candles and joined by vines curving up to form an archway. Emerald hedges trimmed into the shape of circus animals line the perimeter. I run my hand along the back of a tiger, warm fur grazes my fingertips, and a soft purr fills my ears.
The garden is a spectacle, dripping with wonder and enchantment. Willowy trees with twisted trunks painted in black-and-white stripes boast chandeliers outgrown seamlessly from their branches. Flutes of champagne are stacked atop ice-blue mushrooms. The air is sweet and floral like honey tea. Flowers in shades of pale pink and gold are hung and draped between trees. Clover is planted in squares like a tiled floor. People I recognize and some I don’t saunter between fountains full of rainbow fish and turtles with metallic shells. Drinks are poured into the centers of silky flowers and sipped from the soft petals. Music carries from the keys of a piano constructed entirely out of black and white roses. Guests catch falling golden leaves on their tongues—they dissolve into paper-thin desserts of raspberry sponge.
“Magic,” I whisper to myself, spinning slowly and locking eyes with Lyric. He’s in a dark suit, fitted and sleek, a single golden rose tucked in his pocket. He’s staring at me so intently, so deeply, it sucks the air right from my lungs. My head spins when he approaches, his voice a soft caress.
“You look as enchanting as a pack of poisonous cats.”
“And you sound like someone who’s been working on his jokes.”
“Guilty.” He smiles and nervously runs his fingers through his hair. It takes me a moment to realize I’m the source of his nervousness. Oddly enough, I feel calm. What’s happening to me?
“Would you…” Lyric sticks his arm out awkwardly. “Maybe, you drink drinks, right?” His cheeks are stained pink, and his jaw is as tense as his stance.
I loop my arm through his. “I do, in fact, drink my drinks, preferably ones without poison.”
Lyric smiles. “Maybe a dash of poison, just to keep things interesting.” He grabs me a lemonade from a daylily floating in a pond, just as Saffron Stoutmire elbows past, splashing the drink down Lyric’s pants. Lyric growls, drops the smooshed flower cup, and mumbles something as he darts away.
I can’t help but glare at Saffron Stoutmire. That woman never looks happy. Ice-cold like the black pearls sitting on her bony collarbone. But her eyes are sharp, and she sighs with relief when Lyric leaves. Saffron tugs Lord Thorn to her side; he’s dazed and reeks of the same rose-scented concoction from the night at the greenhouse. Watching her, something clicks, a connection my mind has been grappling to make. And she admitted something to me, something she said while she slugged down martinis. Did she influence Lord Thorn to murder Xavier Stoutmire? Brew him some sort of tea?
I want desperately to stay on task, but being near Lord Thorn causes my heart to spike with anger and I’m stomping over my own dropped drinking lily and marching right up to him before I can even think. No plan. All nerves. The least Mullory thing I could possibly do.
His hair is slicked back, with what appears to be more oil than product, and a red streak parts through the center. His eyes are slits that he turns on me.
“Remind me again, your name,” he says. “Too many inconsequential persons about.” He waves a hand carelessly through the air.
The blood in my veins boils, and fury surges through me. “Mullory,” I shout. “Mullory Prudence.”
Lord Thorn smirks. “Quite a name. Your mother must feel immense guilt over it.”
Something inside me snaps, quick and sharp. “You could’ve asked her yourself.”
Lord Thorn taps his temple and gives another lazy wave of his hands. “Again, I’ll need a name. Perhaps she had better luck in that department.”
“Her name is Esther Merrybright,” I say, tears stinging my eyes.
“Sounds vaguely familiar. Was she one of my staff?”
My fury spikes, crescendoing, before it spills out. “You burned our house down.”
Understanding sweeps across Lord Thorn’s stonelike features. “I never saw her face, cunning woman your mother was. She has unfinished business with the council. But…” Lord Thorn runs a finger across the base of my chin; I try to fight it and run, but I can’t. “Now I’ve seen your face, thank you for that,” he says, releasing his hold on me. “Mullory Prudence.”
And then it hits me—the childish, stupid, impulsive move that tore down the safeguards my mom was trying to uphold. I’m frozen in place, afraid if I move, I’ll cry. A gentle tug tears me away from the party and I let it.
“Are you all right?” Mateo asks, concerned. “Don’t know why you’d go talk to that guy. He’s a creep.”
I look at him with what must be a plea for help because Mateo’s face falls and he wraps an arm around my shoulder in a quick side hug. Saving me once again. “Hey, don’t worry, he’s awful, don’t let it bother you,” he says, pulling me tighter. I run a quick hand across my cheeks, tucking my conversation with Lord Thorn someplace else. I can’t face it now; I have to focus on the game.
“I’m not,” I say, forcing a half smile.
“Good.” Mateo guides me through a translucent curtain constructed from hundreds of dragonflies, their iridescent wings shimmering in harmony. The magic helps to replace the knot of dread winding in my stomach.
We walk in comfortable silence for a bit, ambling throughout the party. Mateo runs a hand along the hedges, his fingers skimming the trunk of an elephant. “They radiate heat in the fall and winter and then cool down for the spring and summer.”
“How do you know so much?”
“Quinby and Martin are full of facts,” he says quickly, and tugs me toward the garden clock, an impressive, looming botanical masterpiece. Standing over ten feet tall, it is sculpted from ivy and twisted leaves; the clockface is tinted glass, spun and stretched, and the numbers are patterned on the backs of butterfly wings. Ruby-red flowers pop against the green vines. “Flowers bloom along the clock in coordinated colors, depending on the hour.”
I give him a look and Mateo throws his hands in the air.
“I told you they’re full of facts.”
“Right—” But before I can finish my thought, Quinby and Martin whirl by in matching outfits of pale purple with something that looks like a vacuum cleaner in their hands. “What are they doing?”
Mateo snorts in response. “They’ve built and then rebuilt that thing. They’re quite proud of it.”
“What does it do?”
“It detects magical frequency. According to them”—Mateo raises a finger—“and don’t ask me specifics, but supposedly magic emits a frequency that we can’t sense. It’s some sort of signal. And they believe a highly concentrated area of magic might be where the missing piece of the will are since that’s what’s keeping Xavier’s magic tethered.”
I nod. “But isn’t there magic all over the estate?”
Mateo smiles, more of a smirk like he’s enjoying a private joke. “That’s exactly the problem.”
“So, they’re looking for…”
“A binding seal that’s part of the missing section of the will. The seal is what’s sequestering Xavier’s magic.”
“What do you think?”
Mateo shrugs. “I think they’re brilliant,” he says as Quinby skirts past his arm—the buttons on her frequency vacuum light up and so does her face.
She edges past us, dejected at the sight of an enchanted fountain trickling with golden bubbles and macarons.
“Keep going.” Mateo’s tone is heavy with sarcasm. “Not that it matters,” he mumbles to himself. But before I can ask what he means we’re interrupted.
“Mullory.” Lyric says my name like it’s a decree. His face is twisted and he’s eyeing Mateo like he wants to punch him square in the face.
Mateo grips my arm and whispers in my ear. “Be careful,” he says, and I’m about to say something back. How being careful flew out the window the minute I stepped foot on the estate, but one look at Mateo and I realize he isn’t talking about the game.
He’s fixed with a dead stare on Lyric.




I don’t care for the gardens.
Sure, they’ve been enchanted to prevent bugs and the hedges warm the chilly air, but everything is too close. Petals skirt across my arms and chipmunks brush past my ankles to collect fallen trash. Not adorable like the Disney movies make it seem. And there are too many people whirling by—cousins twice removed and friends of the council—and the air is sickeningly sweet with perfume and gossip and gawking at the “beautiful display.”
Personally, my idea of beautiful is the private fitting room on the fourth floor of Luxe. It’s quiet, nothing but overpriced clothes selectively placed and styled. But the garden party is part of the game.
I’ve been watching Lyric, discreetly of course, through the bubbles of my periwinkle champagne. I just haven’t had the guts to talk to him.
Every time I get up the nerve, I freeze.
What would I say?
And what makes it even harder is that I feel better. Released from my nightmare like a caged bird left to fly away. Guilt blots the edges of my relief, tainting it, because what escape is possible for Lyric?
I’ve been a prisoner to my own fears for so long that I accepted them as a lifelong penance, something I’d have to carry with me for the rest of my life.
And the game. What a mess.
I’d been so sure Cecilia was trying to help me secure a win for Lyric, but she was merely trying to keep him alive. No one cares about Lyric, not until he’s about to be murdered.
I thought Lord Thorn was the murderer we wanted; turns out he’s not. At least, I don’t think, but I’m not sure of anything anymore. He’s swaying beneath a tree; my mother’s nails dig into his arm like talons, steadying him. Maybe I got that wrong as well. My mother looked terrified in the echo when Lord Thorn confronted her and Uncle Xavier, but maybe that was all for show, maybe she’s the one pulling the strings. Orchestrating murder from the outskirts. Maybe she killed Uncle, to hide her secret so that Lyric would inherit Lord Thorn’s magic, placing her one step closer to the council. Why else would she intervene to keep Lyric alive? Certainly not out of motherly love.
I hate her and I don’t think I’ll ever forgive her. I go out of my way to ignore her.
But Uncle Zolan—that’s another story. I storm across the party in my Gucci mules, resisting the urge to fling my tuna tartare in his face.
Uncle Zolan lounges on a swing suspended by silken ribbons, a cherry-red cigar burns between his lips.
“Ah, Ellison. Come to speak to the dead again?”
“No. But please thank the drowned couple and my great-great-great-aunt Emily for the tip.”
Uncle Zolan rolls his cigar between his fingers. “Elaine. Not Emily. Names are important, Ellison.”
That’s it. “Lyric almost died!” I half scream, half sob.
Uncle Zolan merely tips his head to the side. “He looks alive to me.”
“You sent us there and he almost died, and you didn’t even care!”
Uncle Zolan catches his footing, halting the swing, and his voice thickens. “You don’t know what I care about. That was never supposed to happen; he was only supposed to be detained from the game, but other interested parties took it too far.”
We both know he’s talking about Lord Thorn, but neither of us is brave enough to say it. “You risked Lyric’s life all so Whitaker could win. That’s sooo much better,” I snark like a child.
“You don’t have any idea what’s going on here. But I won’t have you tarnish my name, and neither will the dead.”
I bite my tongue until blood slicks my teeth. I don’t want to insult the dead; the last thing I need are enemies that can haunt me, so I leave my uncle.
Crystal clinks together, reverberating through the garden, rustling the leaves, and silencing the crowd. I turn toward the distraction.
“Attention, welcomed guests. On behalf of the late Xavier Stoutmire and the entire staff, we would like to welcome you to this garden soiree. In honor of Xavier, a small memorial has been arranged,” Edwin says proudly while gesturing to his left. Three hummingbirds lift a silky sheet from beneath a tree with watches embedded in its trunk. The patch of grass beneath it has been trimmed into a portrait of Uncle Xavier. His sharp nose and searing eyes are perfectly preserved in the blades of grass. Several large rabbits hop along the perimeter, nibbling a frame to encase his likeness.
Everyone claps and applauds. Oh, come on, was Uncle full of himself or what?
Edwin hushes the crowd and continues. “A small scavenger hunt has been prepared for the participants.” He beams. His blazer is pale pink with a single carnation tucked in his pocket, a nice contrast to his blue pants. “Will the participants please come forward?”
I scurry through the crowd, hurrying to catch up with Whitaker.
Edwin hands us each a thin green book, more of a pamphlet, embossed with gold font. I read the cover:
One plant is more than it seems.


Wondering where I died?


Start with the plant that dreams.


“Good luck, participants,” Edwin cheers before being swept back into the crowd.
I flip through the sparse pages, skimming the titles. Plants are stenciled on each sheet, making it feel like some sort of old-timer’s almanac. Descriptions of their properties and preferred climate are written around the depictions. I speed-read a few. Some of the plants are perfectly ordinary, like daisies and ferns. Some are drawn to magic, and others have been created entirely by magic.
“What do you think this means?” I ask, but Whitaker isn’t focusing. His forehead is creased, and his eyes are pinned on Mullory. Not on the game.
Again with this girl.
I snap my fingers in his face. Quinby, Martin, and Mateo are already huddled around a fountain, no doubt cracking the entire clue wide open. I won’t be last today.
“Sorry,” Whitaker mumbles, finally taking stock of the pamphlet that’s now crumpled between his fingers. He browses a few of the pages. “What do we do with this?”
“That’s exactly what I’m trying to figure out,” I say while leading him to a quiet corner. “Edwin said it was a scavenger hunt. I think we’re meant to find the plant that dreams.”
“But plants don’t dream.”
“Obviously.” For as smart as Whitaker is, sometimes he can be boneheaded.
“Nightshade. Tiger lilies. Crabroot holly.” Whitaker reads some of the plant names. “Do you think something’s hidden in this?” He flops the pamphlet in half and uses it to scratch his head.
“Maybe.” I flip through the pages, skimming the sections, when something catches my eye.
Mimosa pudica: a perennial flowering plant. Most-known for its touch-sensitive leaves that close when contacted. Commonly referred to as the sleeping plant.


“Sleeping plant!” I blurt out.
Whitaker reads over my shoulder. “Usually blooms in a pink or mauve color, and its petals look like that,” he says excitedly.
I nod, eyeing the garden, focusing in on the flowers and not the heavily painted faces of the women flocking in frilly dresses or the men in floral-printed ties. “Like this,” I say, plucking the blossom. Cradled in my palm, the petals turn to gold, heavy and metallic. The number seventeen appears etched near the stamen.
“Page seventeen,” I tell Whitaker, dropping the gilded flower. A frenzy of women flock behind me as if I’d just tossed the bouquet at a tacky wedding. They sound like Foresight and Prophecy. Pathetic.
Whitaker is lightning quick with identifying the next four flowers. It feels good, settling back into our groove. Focused on a task together. We hurry through the garden, dropping golden flowers in our wake. Whitaker is excited, he’s always loved the chase. I love to follow him. To catch hold of his excitement, risk-free.
The fifth flower leads us to a plant called shaded silken-rot.
“Lovely name.”
Whitaker points to a picture of a scrubby, unremarkable plant. I scan the ground looking for it, and then I catch a glimpse of Martin, Mateo, and Quinby hovered above a patch of the shaded silken-rot.
“Hey, we were here first!” Quinby protests when I rush over.
“And we’re here now.”
Whitaker and Mateo uproot the plant but instead of finding a golden number, they expose a rounded stone with a message engraved on it.
Climb down when it’s dark.


Page thirty-four is your mark.


“Climb down where?” I ask as Mullory and Lyric hurry over.
But Martin has already figured it out and groans as he tries to push the stone aside.
“Let me help,” Whitaker insists, stepping forward.
Lyric throws an arm in Whitaker’s gut. “I can do it.”
“I know you can, but I’m going to,” Whitaker grunts, holding his ground. Lyric takes a step closer. Jerks.
Mateo shakes his head and rolls the stone away, revealing an opening to a well.
My nose wrinkles at the stench of stagnant water and mold. Damp pebbles plummet to darkness and some sort of luminescent moss creeps up along the sides of the exposed well. I fold my arms across my chest, disgusted. Seven backpacks embroidered with our names hang from eye hooks anchored inside the well.
Quinby frantically flips to page thirty-four, where there’s a single black flower with petals so sharp they look like daggers. “Neverdeath. A rare flower that blooms only when exposed to moonlight. It thrives in underground tunnels, caves, and other damp areas beneath a concentrated amount of magic. Its petals are used in armor and weaponry. Neverdeath itself isn’t harmful, but poperglade is attracted to its pollen and often grows beside it. Poperglade is lethal.”
Of course it is. Thanks, Uncle Xavier. I eye the image of the poperglade, which is a weedy-looking plant with yellow spots.
Whitaker tosses me my backpack as everyone else dumps theirs out. There’s some sort of mountaineering equipment inside—a climbing harness (which I will not be putting on) as well as some rope and carabiners.
Quinby moans. “Uncle can’t be serious.”
“You don’t know him at all,” Lyric says, his tone acidic. “This is exactly his style.”




I lean back onto the cool grass as my feet dangle over the ledge of the well. Mullory paces beside me, reading the passage on neverdeath. Again.
“It doesn’t sound any better since you read it the last six times,” I tell her, but she doesn’t laugh.
“Why do we have to go down there?” Her lower lip wobbles. I’ve learned to recognize her signature nervous pout. And I get it—it’s a steep drop down a dark, dank hole. I’m not thrilled either.
“Uncle’s a jerk,” I reply while closing my eyes. I don’t want to look at her, because she’s making me nervous, and I can’t afford to be giddy like some sappy fool.
“Don’t worry, Mullory, not much longer until nightfall,” Whitaker says consolingly.
He’s right about one thing, the sky has just begun to swell with darkness, and wintry air begins to seep past the warming hedges in bitter gusts.
“Take my jacket,” Whitaker says as an offering to Mullory. I should vomit on his shoes. He’s always been the golden child. And I’ve always been the disappointment.
“This is ridiculous. Why couldn’t Uncle just die like a normal person?” asks Ellison while pacing her own nervous circle. She and Mullory have been orbiting the well like opposing moons, making me irritable and dizzy.
“No turning back now.” Mullory finally concedes and plops down by my side. I slow my breathing, careful not to inhale her signature lemony scent.
Ever so slowly I edge my pinkie toward hers, and my skin is ablaze from the contact. I want to link my fingers through hers, but I don’t. I need to focus or I’m as good as dead. My lovely mother assured Whitaker and Ellison that she has Lord Thorn under control—but she’ll slip up again and he’ll come for me. I need to win and take the shadow from whoever murdered my uncle. The stakes could not be higher.
But all I can think about is the tiny point of contact between us. It’s just a stupid little pinkie finger, the tiniest of all the fingers, and I’m loopy. What’s wrong with me? I need some space—yes, a distraction—and I hop up, mumbling something about needing a drink. Smooth.
Guests stumble about, getting increasingly more drunk as the vodka-soaked hibiscus leaves are consumed by the handful. The party is in full force. I spot Blade lounging by the piano and because I’m feeling particularly reckless, I decide to approach him.
Blade scrambles to his feet when I near, pitching his cup on the ground. I search his eyes for something familiar, something shared. He was there when Lord Thorn tried to kill me, but I also saw how he was treated—maybe that’s the thing we have in common besides a murderous father, maybe we were both raised on cruelty.
Blade’s expression darkens. “What do you want?”
“Did you steal my knife?” I get right to the point. Leave the tiptoeing to Whitaker.
Blade furrows his brow with surprise. “Your knife?”
Is he playing dumb? “I heard you talking to Quinby and Martin, saying that you took—”
Blade clamps a hand over my mouth, his eyes wide. “Not your knife.” He casts a quick glance over his shoulder at Lord Thorn before removing his hand and opening his sport coat to reveal a knife tucked into the inner pocket.
Before I can lunge forward, he stiff-arms me back. “It’s my father’s.”
And then I notice subtle differences. The bone-white handle isn’t smooth; it has faint engravings. Why would he have a knife that’s almost exactly like the one Uncle left for me?
“You stole that from you father?” I ask, disbelieving.
Blade adjusts his jacket, pulling at the lapels. “That’s what I said. It’s one of a set.”
This piques my interest—a set of knives, one of which was used to murder Uncle X. “Why did you steal it?”
Blade’s expression stiffens. “Because my father likes them. My choice for once.”
I pick up on what he’s implying—that he rarely gets to choose, a puppet to his father’s wishes. But can I trust him? Does he know? Maybe he stole my knife, too.
Before I can give it another thought, Whitaker screams, “Wait!”
Blade snaps right back to his miserable self. “Oh look, your little girlfriend’s beating you to it.”
My head swivels toward the well. Crap. Mullory has the harness buckled across her chest, her pack empty by her feet. She hooks the rope to the metal anchor at the top of the well. Gripping the rope, she shimmies to the side and starts to rappel down. I race over, calling her name as she disappears. This girl might kill me before Lord Thorn even gets the chance.
“Careful,” Ellison whispers over my shoulder. “People might think you care.”
“I’m fine,” Mullory calls, her voice distant. I use the flashlight of my phone to get a better look. I can hear her bumping and thumping along the way. Whitaker is a nervous wreck, my only comfort.
“What color did you say that plant on page thirty-four was?”
“Neverdeath has black petals. They’re razor sharp,” Quinby yells.
“No, the other one. The poisonous one,” Mullory replies.
Martin eyes the page. “Yellow.”
“Well, there’s plenty of that.”
“Hold on, I’m coming down!” yells Whitaker.
Like hell you are. I bodycheck Whitaker and knock him to the ground, swiping his harness and shimmying my arms through before securing it in place. A quick click of the carabiner to the anchor at the top of the well and a useless prayer before I scoot to the edge and hang off the side. For a moment I just sway, legs dangling, before my feet are close enough to the stone walls to find purchase and kick.
It’s darker and creepier the deeper I go, dangling over some poisonous plants, inches from one of several possible horrific deaths.
“Mullory,” I call, annoyed. I like to think the only reason I jumped in the well was to get the clue and not the girl. Leave the cliché hero stuff to my brother.
“Careful,” Mullory chides as the tops of my boots smack into her shoulder. “There’s a ladder near the bottom of the wall.” She shines her phone light and I reach across the slick stones, gripping a metal rung covered in something slippery.
As I climb down the last few feet my boots feel a ledge that circles the murky water.
“There’s not much room.” She points to a faint yellow glow radiating from a layer of plants floating atop the murky water.
I keep my back pressed to the wall as I maneuver around until I’m close to Mullory. She wobbles near the edge of the poison pit. I yank at her dress and try to steady us both.
“Watch it!” she grunts.
“I think we could just maybe squeeze—”
“Lyric!” She grabs the scruff of my jacket, catching her balance on the tips of her toes. “Pick me up.”
I pull her up, hugging her tightly to my chest.
“I’m coming,” Whitaker screams.
“No shot in hell!”
“He’s right. There isn’t any room,” Mullory shouts up.
A long, glorious pause follows. My only regret is that I can’t see the disappointment on Whitaker’s face.
Mullory has her fingers laced around my neck. I don’t like how my chest leans into her shoulder, and I hate that she smells like lemony sunshine. A nervous energy laps over me. What does she think of me? Why do I even care? Not the time, Lyric! But Mullory is looking at me with her lips parted ever so slightly.
“Not much longer.” She taps the walls. “The neverdeath should bloom in the moonlight.”
“Right,” I choke. “This is kind of our thing, isn’t it? Close quarters and poison. And moonlight.” I feel stupid the minute the words leave my lips.
Mullory smiles. “Let’s not make the poison a habit.”
Silence follows, mostly because I have no idea what to say. The air between us percolates with pure electricity.
“This is it,” Mullory whispers, readjusting her posture and sending a waft of lemony blossom in my face. I grip her tighter. Something about the dark and her proximity has my heart rate picking up. And God, am I really thinking about kissing her? Balanced on a ledge at the bottom of a pit filled with poison in the middle of a murder mystery, while Lord Thorn plots to kill me? If there ever was a time for me to show a wisp of romance, this isn’t it.
“There!” Mullory exclaims. A flower unfolds from a lily pad floating among the vile water-logged plants; its petals crystalize like ink-stained gemstones. “Hold my waist.”
I secure my hands around Mullory as she leans precariously close to the deadly plants. She spreads her arm and wriggles her fingers.
“Careful,” I warn.
Mullory lets out a little gasp as her elbow nearly skims the yellow pods that are hissing and snapping like the jaws of a shark. “I won’t let go,” I whisper with more passion than I intended. Who the hell do I think I am?
“Got it!” Mullory plucks the neverdeath, and I pull her back. She twists her torso around to face me, revealing a smile. Something about the moonlight and the toxic yellow glow is driving me mad.
“You’re bleeding,” I say, turning over her palm and revealing a large gash.
“It’s nothing.” She tosses the flower into her other hand. Once again, we’re inches apart and inches from poison, and her skin is lit from the glow of hazardous plant matter, and oddly enough it’s intoxicating. My head tips the slightest degree, some magnetic pull nudging me closer. I can feel something about to happen and Mullory looks like she wants it to happen. Her lips, pink and capped with freckles, have parted and— No. I need to put a stop to whatever is going on between us.
“You first.” I nudge her toward the ladder so quickly she has to steady herself against the wall. Mullory pockets the neverdeath, confused. I try not to linger on the thought.
The stones of the well are old and uneven, which provides the perfect crevices and footholds to climb back out. Mullory scales the wall carefully, wedging her sneakers into the holes and taking her time to find secure footing. She mumbles something about her being right.
“What’s that?”
“Remind me to tell Greta that sneakers were definitely the right choice.”
But before I can reply, something snaps and the line connected to Mullory releases.
My heart stops.
My lungs burn and some deranged part of me is ready to jump into the poison pit and catch her.
Mullory slips down the wall, clawing at the stones. Chunks of rubble avalanche down the well and plummet into the hissing yellow muck before she can find a grip and stop herself.
“Mullory!” I shout.
“I’m okay,” she says between staggered breaths.
“The rope snapped!” I scream up the well.
“Mullory!” Whitaker yells frantically.
“I’m okay. Just please help.”
Sweat is pooling down my neck in rivulets. I can’t take my eyes off Mullory’s blanched fingers gripping the stones, or her legs, which have begun to shake. If she falls…
Bright light illuminates the well while faces and voices swell around it. “Miss Mullory?” Edwin calls. “Are you all right?”
“Yes,” she answers, her voice strained.
A few shouts and rustled movements echo from above.
“What’s going on?” I yell, feeling foolishly powerless.
Something dark swoops down the wall. I rub my eyes against the glaring light. Three bats hover near Mullory’s shoulders, wings beating to remain midair.
I squeeze my palms, slicing half-moons into my skin.
Mullory doesn’t scream. Or move. Or blink.
And then a larger presence begins to drop down, blocking some of the light. “I’ve got you,” he says. Whitaker is attached to some sort of cable system and he gingerly grabs Mullory. Protectively.
The hero.
Applause.
Whitaker saves the day.
How wonderful.
Vomit.
Edwin comes for me next. Great. No one is concerned when I emerge from the pit of doom. Ellison gives me a slight nod. But Whitaker—Jesus. He’s wrapping Mullory in blankets and rubbing her shoulders and acting like she just got back from the moon. When Mullory slips from his embrace and shrugs off the blankets, my heart skips again. As she pulls the neverdeath from her pocket, moonlight frosts the black petals, coating them like ice, before the entire plant shatters, and a velvety voice, dark as night, calls out.
“Where was I murdered? Here’s a hint.


The path to winning begins in hell.”






“The sequence and timing of the letters is critical,” I say sternly.
“Of course, sir,” Edwin answers assuredly.
I’ve kept the letters hidden in a trunk illusioned to look like a snake nest. I’m jumpy retrieving them, fingers skirting past the scales of a copperhead, even though I know it’s an illusion. I’m the one who created it, after all! Perhaps my nerves are shot, or perhaps it’s just a testament to fine craftsmanship.
“Not a minute sooner than I said,” I warn while extending the carefully curated stack of letters.
Edwin clutches them to his chest. “Understood,” he answers, with a curt bow.
Edwin has always been a loyal employee, the type of loyalty that simply cannot be feigned. I trust him with my life, or in this case, with my death.




Day seven of the game. Turns out my second near-death experience was just as exhausting as the first. I rub my eyes, dislodging my brittle contacts, and peel them from the corners before blinking. A stray bobby pin pokes my ear, and the crumpled layers of my silky garden party dress cling to my skin. I move to the edge of the bed, and freeze.
Lyric is curled on the floor, not a hair out of place or a wrinkle to be seen in his black suit. I nudge his shin with my foot.
“You sleep too proper.”
Lyric smirks but doesn’t open his eyes. “And you snore.”
“I do not,” I protest as a wave of last night’s memories hit me. I’d insisted on discussing the latest clue, even when Lyric assured me that I was tired and that I should go to bed. Slipping down the edge of a well and then almost falling into a pit of deadly plants will do that to a girl. There’s also the undeniable fact that someone sabotaged the rope in my bag. I caught Lyric checking all the other ropes while cursing beneath his breath. He hurried me back inside, where I must have fallen asleep mid conversation. It’s annoying when he’s right.
“Why did you sleep here?” I ask, while untangling my nest of a braid.
Lyric shoots to his feet in a hurry, raking his hands through his hair, clearly embarrassed. “I can assure you, it wasn’t on purpose,” he says while racing toward the door, making me feel horrible.
“I…I didn’t mean it like that.”
“Shower, and meet me in my room,” he says briskly. An order he leaves at the door, his shield fastened securely back in place.
I try my best not to think of the rope or the poison or Zolan’s reference to “death becoming me,” because if I give it too much thought, I’m afraid I’ll run away. And I can’t, not when I promised to help Lyric. Instead, I shower quickly, keeping my mind focused on the next question. Where was Xavier Stoutmire murdered?
I race to Lyric’s room, shoes half on and hair sopping wet down my back. There isn’t much time left in the game. Lyric acknowledges me with an absentminded wave, his eyes glued to the sheets of paper spread around him on the floor.
The path to winning begins in hell, the latest clue garnered from the bizarre crystal plant, is scribbled across several sheets. Lyric circles the word path with a red marker, digging the felt tip into the paper until it bleeds.
“The path,” says Lyric, while pausing and twirling his marker through the air. “A path has a start and an end. A path leads to somewhere, but where?” He half screams at himself, like a mad scientist.
I drop to my knees and crawl closer. Seeing the quote written down stirs something familiar. Some distant thought stowed away in a file of useless facts.
“I feel like I’ve heard this before.”
“Another element on the periodic table?” Lyric jokes. “Or more geometry?” His smile is lopsided, a more relaxed version of his usual smirk, and I have to pull my eyes away to concentrate properly. “The path to winning. The path to winning,” I say slowly, trying to tease out a memory. “The path to…” My memory bank doesn’t fail me as I yell out: “Paradise!”
“I think you’ve got this whole thing backward. We’re definitely not in paradise.”
“No.” I spring to my feet, shuffling papers about. “The path to paradise begins in hell—it’s a quote from Dante’s Inferno. Last summer’s reading assignment,” I add with a flushed grin. I leave out the part where I highlighted and tabbed the book for fun.
“Summer reading, didn’t realize people actually participated.”
“People do, and they enjoy it,” I say while tugging him up. Lyric laces his hand in mine, keeping his face painfully neutral. I try not to freak out. He’s just holding your hand!
As soon as we reach the double doors to the library, they spring open, and Martin and Quinby spill out.
“Damn it,” Lyric growls as Mateo saunters out last.
“All yours.” He shrugs.
Quinby pushes her glasses up her nose with annoyance. “Dead end anyway,” she mumbles.
“Maybe for you,” Lyric counters.
I drag him through the doors before he says something else. No time for his ego and attitude right now. “Help me find the book,” I say, but the order is useless because Dante’s Inferno is sitting on the nearest coffee table. I flip through the pages and shake the book forcefully, waiting for an echo to appear or a coin to drop.
But nothing. “Any suggestions?” I ask, frustrated. Lyric has been watching me, silent and useless.
“That’s not the right book.”
“Yes, it is. I’m positive the quote came from this book,” I answer confidently. I know my summer reading!
Lyric takes the book from my grasp and sets it down. “Uncle loved Dante, but that wasn’t the copy he read from,” he says with disdain. I’m sure his memory is tied to something disturbing.
I spin in a circle, eyes darting about the library, searching for another copy, but Lyric catches me. Something sparks within me at his touch and I’m afraid to meet his gaze, but his fingertips gently nudge my chin, and it feels like all the enchanted butterflies from the garden party are fluttering in my stomach. Lyric reaches into his pocket and rolls the coin between his fingers.
“His study,” I say, quickly understanding.
Lyric winks and then yanks me out of the library. We keep holding hands as we race to Xavier’s private study—I’m not sure why or what that means, but I don’t hate it.
A different excitement flutters in my stomach because Lyric is the only one that would know about the extra copy of Dante, and I think we’re the only ones with the key to the study.
Lyric seems just as excited as he locks the coin into the carved skull and pushes open the door. The salty tang of the ocean greets us, and a distant seagull swoops across the window. Lyric doesn’t waste a minute; his fingers skim over leather-bound books before he pulls a burgundy spine with Inferno set in bold print.
As soon as Lyric opens the cover, thick curls of smoke plume in our faces. I stagger back, coughing a lungful. It instantly makes me think of Zolan Humes and his signature cigar scent. Three words are charred in the center of the page, and smoke billows from the crease.
Last place before.


“Last place before?” I ask, wafting the smoke from my face.
But Lyric’s already cracked the riddle, slamming the book shut before he tugs me out of the study.
“Where are we going?” I ask as we whip through the estate.
“You don’t know?” There’s a twinge of glee in Lyric’s voice. “Use your geometry, summer reading brain,” he says with a wink. A little piece of me melts.
We rush through the foyer, past the family tree with a vertebral column for a trunk, and take a door hidden behind a panel wallpapered with black-and-white woodland animals, the latch seamlessly blended into the fur of a rabbit.
“Come on, Mullory,” Lyric says while winding me down the same eerie hall with the animal heads we took to get to the gallery. His fingers curl around a large green eye embedded in a head of a jaguar. Another hidden door. Lyric pushes. “This one was easy.”
I’m about to tell him that I solved almost every other clue—no thanks to him—but I understand once I’m inside. Scents of tobacco, thick and earthy, cling to the air. Tufted leather seats encircle a coffee table littered with crystal cut ashtrays. High velvet chairs in deep red are set around a poker table. Green velour-lined boxes are left open, cigars lined up like soldiers. The lighting is dim, and the ceiling is speckled with jewels set into the wood like stars.
“Smoke. I get it, but how was I supposed to know there was a smoking room or that it was the last place before—”
“He was killed.” Lyric finishes my sentence.
I swallow. “Or that.”
There’s a shuffling noise of nearby footsteps and my nerves are so charged I scream and latch on to Lyric’s side. He must be equally as shaken because he holds the embrace. We both listen for a heartbeat longer, but the room is silent.
“More ghosts?”
Lyric lets go of me. “I hope not. Then again, maybe they know what we should be looking for.”
I stroll around the room, swiping a finger across the railing of a dark wooden bar top. Lyric is fixated on the box of cigars, his eyebrows raised.
“What is it?” I ask, glancing at the rainbow-colored cigars. Some are a solid hue, while others have an ombré effect of two colors melding together.
“It’s stupid,” Lyric says dismissively.
“It’s not,” I counter, because even if he doesn’t want to admit it, he knows Xavier the best.
“It’s just that they’re all mixed up. Yellows with blue. Uncle X would have had them ordered.” Lyric shrugs. “That’s all.”
And then it hits me.
I quickly scoop up the cigars from the box, stacking them in my arms before dropping them in a pile on the coffee table.
“What are you doing?”
I smile. “Told you it wasn’t stupid.” I pluck a deep red cigar and place it next to one that’s half orange and half red. “The color—”
“Chart,” Lyric says, and quickly helps me get them in order.




I take a step back, admiring the line of cigars we’ve arranged in rainbow harmony like some sort of kindergarten arts project. But nothing happens. It’s never simple or straightforward with Uncle.
“Now what?” Mullory asks while scratching her chin.
“Maybe this is off.” I lift one of the purple-looking ones.
But Mullory shakes her head. “No. Indigo, then violet.”
“They look the same to me.”
“It’s a wheel,” a voice pipes from the sidelines.
“Shhh,” another warns.
“I think we found our ghosts.” Mullory lifts her gaze toward the intruders.
A guilty-looking Quinby, Martin, and Mateo are crouched outside the open door.
“Couldn’t figure it out so you thought you’d spy on us?” I curl my fingers into fists.
Martin stands up first. “It’s a color wheel.” He draws a giant circle in the air with his finger.
Quinby palms her forehead, then covers her eyes with her hands. “Tell them the answer again, why don’t you.”
“We’re all already here, so we might as well figure it out,” Martin declares and heads into the smoking room.
“Fine,” Quinby agrees, trailing him.
Mateo lingers by the door frame. His eyes dart nervously over my shoulder.
“Not going to join the party?”
He hesitates before edging past me to join the others. Mullory arranges the final cigar in the circle, her eyes aglow.
“Oh,” she exclaims, pointing to the cigar bands, where a letter has appeared on each one. She turns her head to the side to read them. “Light on time.”
“I think the expression is right on time,” Martin corrects.
“But it says light on time.”
I know what it means and after locking eyes with Mullory I know she knows, too. Light on the time of Uncle’s death. But I don’t want to let the others know.
Quinby throws her hands in the air. “We all already know the answer to this one, too.”
I swivel past her, making sure I’m the one to pick up the celery-green cigar positioned at six o’clock, the time of uncle’s death. I strike a match, bringing the flame to the end of the cigar—it hisses and sparks like a firecracker.
And then we wait.




I don’t think Dante adequately captures hell. He’d benefit from having dinner with my family, or from this game for starters. Because this. This is hell. Murdered and murderous relatives. Feuding brothers, neither of whom can look past their own egos and consider the other’s viewpoint. They’ve been at a stalemate since the day Lyric was born.
Whitaker and I pored through Uncle Xavier’s copy of Inferno.
Not fun. Not at all.
We scoured it for hidden numbers, or a message laced between the seams, but it turned out to be just a book. Regular and boring and musty.
Now I’m back on the internet searching for something, anything, but PartyP23 offers no secrets on Dante’s Inferno. I’m about to give up when the rat cage starts to rattle, followed by an ear-splintering screech.
“Foresight? Prophecy?” I call as if the rats might answer.
Their screeching only intensifies, slicing bone deep. They want to show me something.
I hop off the bed and lift the sheet, and the rats hiss and claw excitedly. Hot-pink markings of the binding seal (thank you, PartyP23) are patterned on their matted fur. Foresight regurgitates the original copy—the one I drew with lipstick—nudging it through the bars. I grab a tissue and lift it up; the corners are munched and sopping. “Thanks?” I say, totally and utterly disgusted.
But there’s more. Two words are chewed onto the steps that bridge the levels of the cage.
Smoking room.
“Is the binding seal in the smoking room?” I ask, as Foresight blinks his beady eyes. “Do I bring this?” I wave the gross drawing; I’ve read that a rat’s vision is underdeveloped and that they navigate through smell. Disgusting. Foresight yelps in response.
“Good job. I think,” I say while draping the sheet back on their cage. I text Whitaker a quick message and meet him on the way.
“Did you figure out the clue?”
“Not exactly,” I say while pushing open the door. “The rats want us to check the smoking room and…” I don’t get to finish my thought because as soon as we get inside, I run smack into Lyric, who’s hovering over a circle of cigars.
“What the heck are you doing?”
“Shh!” Martin raises a finger to his mouth. All of them are poised around the bizarre wheel of colored cigars, the anticipation is palpable.
And because I won’t be shushed by my younger cousin, I ask, “What are you waiting for?”
As if on cue, tiny green buds sprout along the cigars, popping up like mushrooms before growing with unnatural speed. Bright flower petals unfurl, silky layers of pinks and purples.
“The gardens,” Lyric says knowingly.
“Not just the gardens.” Mullory points to the twelve cigars arranged like hours. “The garden clock. That’s where…”
Now I understand. Where Uncle Xavier was murdered. Freaking delightful. “Bravo.” I applaud. “Another riddle solved.”
“He wants us to solve the Mystery Royale in the same spot he was murdered?” Quinby asks with disgust.
“Sounds right on brand for Uncle.”
Whitaker peers over Lyric’s shoulder. “Let me see that.”
Lyric quickly steps in front of Mullory, and she teeters backward.
“Easy,” Whitaker warns while trying to steady Mullory.
Hurt flashes across Lyric’s face. “I wouldn’t…” But he can’t seem to finish the sentence, and I know in my heart he’s thinking about what he did to that girl all those years ago.
“You think I’m a monster.” Lyric challenges Whitaker, stabbing a finger in his chest. “You were right all along.”
But Whitaker doesn’t budge. “It doesn’t have to be like this, Lyric.” I can hear the strain in his voice, his signature patience stretched thin.
“This isn’t necessary,” Mullory implores. For once I agree with her, despite her obvious regard for hideous sweaters.
Lyric and Whitaker ignore her, both remain locked in a standoff. A moment that has been building for years.
I swear if the rats brought me down here for this, I’m going to kill them.
Lyric being Lyric makes the first move, shoving Whitaker in the chest. But his eyes are moist and his shove limp, like he wants to hug him instead, if only he knew how. Whitaker raises an arm, and Lyric reacts, sending a fist flying.
Idiots.
Mateo wedges an arm between them, trying to break them apart, but a rogue elbow shoves him sideways, and he stumbles into an end table, knocking a small wooden box to the floor.
The air vibrates, charged with something other.
Martin points. “Look.”




The air crackles, fizzing with the same type of time-sensitive magic that precedes all the echoes. Only I’m not sure what caused it, because we’ve already solved the riddle—maybe it’s like the echo from the treasury that was stirred up when I touched Lyric’s painting.
Lyric and Whitaker cease fighting as the echo unspools before us.
It’s set in the smoking room and the first image to come into focus is the large clock hanging above the bar. There’s a calendar with a giant X marked on the day Xavier was murdered.
This is that day. I gulp.
The time on the clock reads 5:45. Right before the murder—I squeeze my palms, now slick with sweat, trying to calm my heart.
Xavier is seated in one of the leather chairs wearing a cerulean-colored suit. Kelp fringe lines the bottom of his pants and an orange speckled octopus is set on his chest like a bow tie. He looks relaxed and leans into the chair—a newspaper lies open in his lap, a cigar between his fingers.
Beside him, Edwin paces the room, every flip of the newspaper causing him to startle. “Do you think he’ll come?” he asks nervously.
“I’m quite certain he will,” Xavier assures him. “Just like I said the past ten times you asked. Edwin, please sit.” Xavier gestures to the open seat. Edwin nods and hovers on the edge, tapping his feet back and forth. There’s a knock on the door and Edwin hurries to answer it.
From our vantage point in the echo, we can’t yet see who’s entered. Part of me thinks it will be Lord Thorn, zombie-eyed and controlled by Saffron Stoutmire. And strangely enough, it feels like Xavier is expecting him to come and murder him. Why else would he preemptively set up a game?
This is it.
“Sir, the family has sent their son as an ambassador to complete the terms of the agreement,” Edwin says, all business, blocking the person behind him.
Move!
And then my heart sinks to my feet and tumbles across the floor.
Mateo takes a bold step forward and shakes Xavier’s hand as Edwin shuffles away.
“You seem young,” Xavier says cautiously.
“And you seem old,” Mateo answers without pause.
Xavier cracks a smile. “I have a nephew about your age.”
Lyric tenses beside me.
The Mateo in the echo ignores him, pulling a manila envelope from a satchel. “The terms as you discussed with my parents.” He motions to hand it over before retracting his arm and clutching the envelope tight to his chest. “I want to know what it says.”
“You will in time. Everything is already set in place. Edwin has instructions to direct you as needed.” Xavier pulls a pair of rose-tinted glasses from his pocket and slides them on his nose before tearing open the sealed envelope. “Seems to be in order.” His eyes dart over the print. “Are you clear with what’s being asked of you?”
The muscles along the base of Mateo’s jaw twitch. “Crystal.”
Xavier nods and procures a knife from the same wooden box the real Mateo just knocked over. Lyric lets out a gasp, and I’m suddenly light-headed, my legs weak.
And then the echo wavers, slipping back into whatever tear in the fabric of time it funneled out of.
I’m stunned with betrayal, and I can’t stand to even look at Mateo, who has taken a few steps backward, eager to escape.
Lyric blocks the doorway. “Not so fast.”




Tense isn’t a strong enough word to describe the mood in the smoking room. Explosive is more like it. All eyes pinned on Mateo. I’ve been so annoyed with Whitaker and so…distracted with Mullory that I didn’t pay as much attention to him as I should have while he hid behind my kid cousins. Coward.
I inch closer, ready to pounce if he tries to run.
Ellison is the first to address the Mateo-shaped elephant in the room. “You knew our uncle,” she says accusingly.
Mateo shakes his head. “I didn’t know him.”
“But you met him, right?” Mullory interjects, coming to his aid. I don’t get why she’s sticking up for him and I don’t know why I care.
Mateo groans and buries his face in his hands. “It’s not supposed to happen like this,” he mumbles with obvious frustration.
“Like what?” I ask, moving closer, putting pressure on him. “How exactly was this supposed to happen?” Part of me—the part that’s trying desperately to take root—is whispering for me to make him confess. Make him beg to confess. I shake the thought from my head. I’m not Lord Thorn. At least not yet.
“It’s not what you think,” Mateo protests.
“Then what is it?” Ellison snaps. “You just happened to be here right before our uncle died. Alone in a room with him.”
“I didn’t do anything!” Mateo growls. “You all should just keep playing this silly little game.”
I slam my fist against the wall and Mateo staggers back, losing his footing. I’m done waiting for him to confess. “Give it to me,” I yell. I can feel Lord Thorn’s magic—it flexes, coiling back, ready to attack. To take control.
Mateo holds his ground, his jaw locked tight.
“Give me the shadow,” I whisper menacingly.
Mateo’s face cracks, confusion spreading across. “You’ve got this all wrong.”
I step closer, rage and magic simmering in my veins. I won’t let him keep it from me. Mateo stares at me, unflinching. Unafraid. His eyebrows are raised, giving me a knowing look…like he’s in on some secret between the two of us and he wants me to remember. “You.” I pause. Of course, how could I be so stupid? “It was you in my room.” I don’t mention the knife, because I don’t want Mullory to hear. It still feels wrong, as if there’s a darkness about me that inspired Uncle to leave me a murder weapon.
Mateo leans closer. “Yes,” he admits. “I buried it for you. Your uncle said you might not follow instructions.”
My anger flares as my fist connects with the wall again.
Mateo doesn’t flinch. He leans closer and whispers between his teeth, so low I can barely hear it. “This will make sense later. You’ll get what you want, but you won’t like the cost.”
I push my palms into his chest, pinning him to the wall. I don’t want another riddle.
“Wait!” Mullory yells, distracting my focus like only she can. “I’ve seen that before.” She points a shaky finger to the picture hanging from Ellison’s hand. “What is it?”
I’m about to tell her to stop stalling when Ellison whips the paper to her chest, tightening her icy blue eyes. “Where did you see it?”
Mullory holds her ground. “Tell me what it is first.”
Martin exhales loudly. “Oh, just tell her already. It’s the binding seal,” he says, leaning against the wall. “The symbol from the missing part of the will.”
Mullory settles onto her heels, twirling a curl between her fingers, a quizzical look on her face. I pull back my arms, and Mateo gasps, air filling back in his lungs.
“Are you going to share with the class or not?” Ellison asks, tapping her foot.
Mullory pushes past Ellison and comes to face us, tipping her head to address Mateo. “Do you want to tell them?”
“I have nothing to tell.”
Mullory shakes her mass of curls, disappointed. “I saw it on him.”
Saw it on him? What does that mean? On him where, and why would she be seeing things on him…suddenly my mind races, filling with jealousy followed by a swell of anger that I would care what Mullory Prudence does in her free time.
“I saw it on him the first night at dinner, I thought it was some sort of tattoo.”
Oh. My mind calms and clears and I think back to the tea party, the sweltering heat, where Mateo refused to take off his shirt. “Show us,” I demand.
Mateo crosses his arms square across his chest. “Nothing to show,” he says as his face flushes and he squirms in place.
“But I already saw it.” Mullory sighs.
“So what if I have a tattoo? Is that a crime?”
“Show us,” says Whitaker, inching closer.
Mateo’s eyes roam between Whitaker and me. “Fine.” Mateo mumbles something under his breath as he shrugs out of his knit pullover.
A symbol sits right below his rib cage. Leaning closer, I notice a shimmering golden light pulsing beneath the binding seal and a few lines of script wound around it. Mateo shoves me back and pulls his shirt back over his head.
“Impossible,” says Ellison.
“This whole time the binding seal was right under our noses?” Martin whimpers.
“How’d we miss it?” asks Quinby, deeply ashamed. Normally I’d be enjoying their disappointment, but I’m too wrapped up in the game to care.
Mateo ignores them all and surrenders his hands into the air. “Okay. Here’s the thing, my name isn’t Mateo Maldonado.” A collective gasp thunders throughout the room.
“It’s not?” Hurt creeps across Mullory’s face.
“No. My real name is Mateo Lagunes.”
The name is familiar, but in an off-putting way, one that causes my spine to tingle. Uncle would use the name to scare me. “Lyric, if you don’t listen, I’ll send you to live with the Lagunes family. If you lived there, you’d fight your brother and sister to the death for magic.”
“Lagunes family, lawyers of the magical world,” Ellison says slowly, like she’s piecing something together.
“So, you’ve heard of us?” asks Mateo.
“Not exactly,” Ellison answers.
“Your uncle commissioned my family. His magic was too potent, too feral; it was on the verge of killing him.”
Every time I hear it, it guts me—that Uncle could be so selfish he’d rather die than name me as his heir. “There has to be another way. There’s always another way. I just need to prevent the transfer.” Uncle’s frantic voice thrums through my head, his obsession with hoarding his magic. “Go on,” I tell Mateo.
“My family sent me to complete the terms that they agreed upon. I was supposed to use the seal to contain Xavier Stoutmire’s magic until it was time to bind it to the will. I didn’t know about the game—”
“But you’ve been playing,” Ellison interjects.
Mateo rubs his eyes. “Can I finish?”
Ellison tightens her lips.
“I didn’t know about the game until later; I got a strange letter just like the rest of you. It smelled ridiculous, like cotton candy and licorice,” Mateo says.
Ellison huffs. “And we’re supposed to believe that you didn’t just kill our uncle and try to take his magic?”
“You saw the seal yourself. That’s not how it works.”
“Why didn’t you tell us?” Quinby demands.
Mateo taps his side. “I couldn’t. It was part of the terms.”
“And the whole time—” Mullory’s voice cracks before she can finish. I stifle the annoying, stupid idea of hugging her.
“I’m sorry,” Mateo says earnestly, taking Mullory’s hand in his. “I didn’t have a choice.” I feel the edges of my lips curl, teeth baring like some sort of animal. What’s wrong with me?
Mateo breaks the handhold, and my neck muscles relax. “The funny part about all of this is that I’ve listened to each of you complain about this family for the past week.” Mateo shakes his head. “Count yourselves lucky that you’re not a part of mine.”




The worst part of this day isn’t finding out that Mateo has been double-crossing us the entire time, that he was the one who knocked me down and stole the knife. It’s not even that the little shit Blade was telling the truth. Nope. The worst part is that I owe Whitaker an apology. Just the mere thought hurts my soul.
I drag my feet in circles around my room, dread twisting my stomach in knots. I can take the murder. The cruel illusions. The digs. But one thing I’m absolutely shit at is apologies. Even if I blame him for shipping me to Uncle’s and even if he has a perpetual stick up his ass, he wasn’t the one to steal the knife.
I take my time, stalling for as long as possible before I finally decide to find my brother. Whitaker is slumped over the kitchen island, his blond hair splayed on the marble countertop. He looks considerably less golden. Less shiny.
“You look like crap.” It spews from my mouth before I remember that I’m here to apologize.
Whitaker doesn’t even bother to lift his head. “I feel like crap.”
I shove my hands in my pockets. Well, this is going great. “Listen, Whitaker.” I rarely say his name, and he pops up his head, suddenly alert.
“What happened?” he asks, alarmed, almost as if he’s expecting something terrible.
“Nothing happened. I just wanted to say that I didn’t mean to throttle you so hard the night of the first party.”
Whitaker’s shoulders relax. “It wasn’t that hard.”
I’m about to punch him all over again when I realize he’s smiling. “It was a good hit.”
“It was,” Whitaker agrees.
“You just happened to be in the way when I was looking for whoever stole my knife.” It’s not a great apology by any stretch of the imagination, but it’s something.
Fear flickers in Whitaker’s blue eyes. “Where did you get the knife from anyway?”
“Uncle left it for me.” Now I’m suspicious. “What were you doing up?”
“I was walking…” Whitaker’s voice trails off. “Because I couldn’t sleep.”
“From all the nightmares?” I cover a yawn. Been there, done that.
“More than just the ones Mother gave us.” The circles beneath Whitaker’s eyes are heavy, his posture slumped like he’s carrying some invisible weight on his shoulders.
And now I’m curious because he’s clearly keeping something from me. “If you didn’t have my knife, then what were you hiding behind your back that night?”
Whitaker reaches into the pocket of his khakis and curls his fingers around a small object; he hesitates, deciding if he should show me.
I want to pry it from his fingers, but I know that’s not the way. I count to ten in my head.
Ever so slowly he unwinds his fingers to reveal a knight, the black marble worn down on the base. I recognize the chess piece immediately; it was from that day on Christmas Eve. Whitaker’s face says it all—the anguish and pain clear as day. He hasn’t kept it all this time as a memento to gloat over but more as a punishment.
“Listen, Lyric…I never…I didn’t know…”
Turns out he’s also shit at apologies. Even if we’re only half brothers, this trait must run in the family, and because I can’t stand the thought of this moment becoming sentimental, I extend a hand to shake. “Call us even.”
Whitaker clasps his hand in mine. “Does this mean you’ll let us help you?”
“I’ve already got all the help I need.”
Whitaker’s face falls. “Right. Mullory.” It’s the way he says her name, like she’s something he’s afraid of.
“Yeah.”
Whitaker rubs his chin. “Is there anything else you want to tell me?”
There’s an awkward pause between us; we don’t know how to talk to each other when we’re not arguing.
“You can tell me, Lyric.” Whitaker raises an eyebrow, hopeful.
I think of all the secrets running through my head—Uncle’s warning, the knife Mateo hid, Mullory’s mother, and for a split second I consider telling him, but I quickly snap my mouth shut.
“No. Nothing.”
Neither of us says another word, but it’s what’s unspoken—the lingering secrets we choose not to share—that speaks volumes.




“The person responsible is here.”
My spoon slips across something semisolid—custardy soup with tiny nuts bubbling on the surface, it tastes like pumpkin and nutmeg. Dinner here is always elaborate and excessive. I eye each guest over the top of my bowl, licking my spoon clean because I know in a few days it will likely be gas station burritos again.
Two days remain. One final party. I’m sitting in the exact same seat as the first night and despite nearly dying twice and attending several lavish, enchanted parties and unlocking memories trapped like pockets of magical air, I still don’t know who killed Xavier Stoutmire. I know why, when, and where he was killed, but I’m missing the most important part—who did it?
Greta exchanges my bowl for a plate of shrimp—their black beady eyes are still intact and wispy legs fold from the outskirts of their shells—very unlike the normal pink blobs I’m used to. Zolan Humes slurps and sucks the shrimp clean. The pumpkin soup congeals inside my stomach.
Zolan hasn’t lost any of his vigor this week, boasting about the estate, laughing at private jokes made between him and the dead, smoking bubble gum–colored cigars, all while kindly reminding me that death becomes me. There are the peanut shells we found in Xavier’s bedroom, carelessly left behind. Lyric thinks Zolan was merely looking for Xavier with the intent to strong-arm him into gifting the magic to Whitaker. I overheard him trying to sweet-talk Whitaker, groom him to be some political pawn. Two types of magic are required to even be considered for Magnus, and Lyric told me Zolan has always had his eye on that position. His own daughter, Cecilia, has the magic, but not the appetite for people. The question is, how far would he go to ensure Whitaker’s position? Did he somehow know about the will and the game and kill Xavier to set it all into motion? He mysteriously appeared the morning Xavier’s body was found and if anyone were hiding in the smoking room—it would be him.
As if the slurping isn’t nauseating enough, Cecilia has taken to cracking through the shrimp shells with her teeth, chewing them like specks of glass. It’s the only noise she’s allowed to make—the padlock around her neck ensures her silence. She attempted to give me a glimpse of my future, but the card erupted into flames. A truth so horrid it had to burn. What does she know?
Lord Thorn has also pushed the plate of barely dead shrimp to the side, opting instead for a double whiskey. I can’t help but shift in my seat, squirming and twisting my napkin round and round. He was looking for my mother and she miraculously evaded him without magic or help and then I had to go and reveal myself like a naive child. Now he’s seen my face and I know he’s not above murder. Great. Lyric seems certain it wasn’t him, but if the shoe—or in this case the murder weapon—fits, well, I’m still not convinced he wasn’t involved. He has his own motives, his own mess to clean up. His eyes are glazed and unfocused and he looks withdrawn, slouched in his seat like a forgotten puppet. Which tonight he is.
The puppeteer, Saffron Stoutmire, sits beside him with her spine rigid, the muscles in her birdlike neck taut. I’m waiting for them to snap and for her head to roll down the table. She hasn’t touched a bite of food or a sip of wine, but her glass continues to empty. I’ve watched her dump it into her unsuspecting husband’s goblet and as a result Lawrence Stoutmire has gotten increasingly more wobbly as dinner progresses. At one point he managed to light the tablecloth on fire.
Almost no one blinked as the flames roared, and Edwin hurried to put them out. I haven’t forgotten about him either—how he’s always on the cusp when something happens. How he knew to direct us to the greenhouse and how he was present right before Xavier was murdered. But I suspect his secrets are rooted in protecting Xavier—he can’t seem to find enough compliments for his former employer.
The burning tablecloth did elicit a response from one of the dinner guests, but it wasn’t one of fear. No. Salvatore Stoutmire gazed into the flames with longing, watching them flicker, like a lost child. His hands tremble, trying to keep his fork from sliding across his duck breast glazed in cherry sauce. Almost all his magic has transferred, pooling into Lawrence Stoutmire in preparation for Whitaker’s birthday. It’s clear there was a price to be paid. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that magic uses you, not the other way around. Despite the price, no one can seem to get enough.
Mateo tugs at my sleeve, whispering my name, but I ignore him as I’ve done the entire dinner. I don’t know why I’ve taken his lying so personally, to the point where it feels like betrayal. Maybe I trust too easily, I always have. Maybe it’s because I’m always looking for someone to place my trust in, always hoping for my mom to be that someone. And it turns out Mateo is not that person. Even Lyric seems wary of him now—his last name carries a certain power in this world.
The final course is a chocolate tart glazed in maple syrup and candied bacon—the sugary syrup makes me think of my mom. Running and running from the strange. Xavier Stoutmire was using her; Lord Thorn was looking for her; and I haven’t seen or spoken to her in months. No postcard or call from an unknown number. Suddenly, a terrible, all-consuming thought overpowers me. What if she couldn’t outrun whatever came next?
I’m squeezing the satin napkin in my lap so tightly, my fingers burn. Mateo must sense my panic, because he taps my shoulder.
“Mullory, are you okay?”
I rip my arm away, childishly yanking my head to the side. That’s when I realize a simple solution exists for at least one of my problems.
As soon as the plates are cleared, I bound from my seat, but I’m promptly swung in the opposite direction, whiplashed by an insistent Lyric.
“Can this wait?” I plead, very much wanting to accomplish what I set out to do.
“No, it can’t,” he says seriously, and pushes us into one of the countless sitting rooms. Really, I don’t know why there are so many—no one except for Zolan ever sits. The walls are plum-colored, pictures of painted toads hang in eclectic frames, and every piece of furniture is orange, the exact shade of a raw yolk.
“Well, what is it?”
Lyric fidgets with his fingers, then swings his hands by his side.
“What’s the matter?” I ask, concerned.
Lyric’s cheeks expand with air and when he finally settles, his words expel rapidly from his lips. “We’ll find her.”
“Who?” My adrenaline spikes.
Lyric’s face crumbles and it’s clear he was hoping not to elaborate. He stares firmly at his shoes. “Your mom.”
My heart skips a beat.
“I’ve been thinking about the map, how it was lit, probably at the places she’s been. When I have my uncle’s magic, I should be able to use it. And if not, I’ll have access to every echo, every memory of Esther Merrybright. And even if that doesn’t work, I won’t stop looking. No matter the cost.” He lifts his chin and locks eyes with me. “Do you understand now?”
“I do,” I say softly as a lightness settles on my chest, pouring into the cracks of my heart, the parts barely strung together. Because I’ve never stopped looking for my mom. I never will. But I’ve always done it alone.
Silence catches between us. I rise to the tips of my toes and lightly kiss Lyric on the cheek. Because, let’s be honest, I’ve never kissed anyone, and I don’t have the guts to make this my first. But Lyric practically recoils from my contact, pulling back, making me feel stupid. So incredibly, mortifyingly stupid. Like I want to melt into a puddle on the floor right here and now.
Lyric peers at me through his thick lashes, and I can’t help but see the little boy who painted a picture for his uncle, a man who only ever returned the kindness with cruelty. I don’t know what Lyric sees when he looks at me. It feels like he can spot the parts I try desperately to hide, because when it comes down to it, we’re both searching for the same thing.
He takes a step closer, and I instinctively step back, snagging my foot on the edge of a couch. My ankle turns and I wobble, but before I fall flat on my face, Lyric catches me and this time he doesn’t let go. He just holds me, his hands cradling my back so lightly, so hesitantly, I can barely feel them.
“Mullory?” he whispers into my hair, and the sound of my name causes a rush of pure excitement. “You won’t be like them?” And he doesn’t need to explain, because I get it. His family. I know what it’s like to be on the outside. I shake my head because if I try to say anything my tongue will just fall out of my mouth and flop on the floor. Lyric pulls back but keeps his hands on my shoulders. He smiles. Not a smirk, just a smile, and I smile back because I couldn’t stop myself even if I tried.
“Let me check on something and we can meet up after?” he finally says, letting me go.
And I just nod, because like I said, my tongue might fall out and I don’t want my voice to betray me like I’m being let down.
“Mullory.”
I turn toward his voice as he catches my arm, spinning me tight to his chest, and in one smooth arc he tips his head, brushing his lips softly against mine. It’s gentle, barely a whisper, like he’s asking me a question he wouldn’t dare say aloud. His lips slide to my chin, waiting, unsure. My body answers his question, leaning in as I wrap my arms around him, pulling us down a path we’ve been spiraling toward. Lyric plants a trail of painfully slow kisses up my jaw. His hands tangle in my curls, and I catch a flash of something ravenous in his eyes before we’re kissing again. This time the kiss is greedy, and we’re closer yet somehow not nearly close enough. It deepens, an urge, no, a need and…and…this. Sweet. Raw. Exhilarating.
When he breaks away, Lyric’s smiling again—no—this time he’s smirking. I stumble back, breathless and light-headed, my heart thumping wildly in my chest.
“Later.” He winks, leaving me alone. I do a slow circle around the couch. What was I even trying to do? Oh, right, make sure my mom isn’t dead.
My mind is racing, and I have to forcibly pin my cheeks down as I float back through the hall. I don’t have to look for long, following a trail of lime-scented smoke that leads me to Zolan Humes, who’s lounging in the library.
“Mr., um…Humes?”
Zolan narrows his charcoal eyes. “Are you asking my name, Mallory?”
No, but maybe you should ask me mine. I shake my head, fire blooming on my cheeks. “I was going to ask if you could help me with something.”
Zolan relaxes, propping his slipper-clad feet on a gold-tasseled footstool, inhaling his cigar. “I’m quite busy at the moment.”
I resist the obvious urge to point out that he doesn’t really appear busy. “I understand, but I was hoping you could tell me if my mom…” The words slip, refusing to form. “If maybe you can sense her?”
This piques Zolan’s interest, and he leans closer. “Is she dead?” he asks gleefully.
My voice squeaks out in a whisper. “I don’t know.”
A villainous smile tugs at the corners of his face, lifting the hairs of his goatee. “I’ll try. But of course, not all spirits are forthcoming. Do you have something of hers? A memento or a token?”
I unclasp the watch from my wrist—the very last connection I have to my mom. “This was hers.”
Zolan frowns. “Did you know it’s broken? Mallory, I sincerely hope you haven’t thought that it’s been twelve o’clock indefinitely?”
I bite my tongue. “I know that.”
Zolan raises an eyebrow as he turns over the watch, his eyelids flicker, and his focus narrows. “Ah,” he mumbles, like he’s found a lost pair of keys.
I’m afraid I might faint. Yes. I’m going to faint. Again.
“How long ago?” Zolan poses the question to the air, which is most likely filled with my mom’s spirt.
She’s dead. My mom is dead. I never got to say goodbye.
Zolan nods his head with understanding. My legs wobble, shaking and threatening to collapse like a rag doll.
And then he’s laughing, slapping his knee, having some grand time with my mom’s ghost. I’m going to be sick.
“Delightful woman,” Zolan proclaims, offering the watch back to me. “Positively charming!”
My vision clouds, flickering with tiny dots. But I have to ask. I have to know. “Did she say anything to me?”
Zolan rolls the mint-colored cigar between his fingers. “Did who say anything?”
If I weren’t about to faint, I’d be tempted to stomp on his slippers. “My mom.”
Zolan waves a hand through the air. “I couldn’t find her. She’s been near the other side, but I couldn’t locate her. Odd,” he says, stroking his goatee. “Has she ever dabbled in necromancy?”
“Necromancy? What? No. But you were talking—”
“To the endearing old woman who made the watch.”
My lungs fill back with air. “You were talking to the woman who made this?” I wave the watch in the air.
“That’s what I said, Mallory. Her name was Lolita. Lolita Lagunes.”




I tug at the corner of a silk camisole, making sure it folds without a crease. I can’t stand wrinkles—not in clothes, skin, or time. Things need to be smooth, purposeful, direct.
I’ve already filled my first suitcase and rolled it right next to the door so that in two days I can run out of here.
The game. The parties. All of it for nothing. My fingers dig into the delicate lace of a blouse. Uncle Xavier sent us on a wildly useless chase right from the beginning. Find the missing piece of the will. For what? All it’s revealed is that Mateo is a liar and part of a dangerous family. Like I care.
Maybe no one will win. Maybe Uncle’s magic will end up in a fly, like the ridiculously stupid story Martin told. Maybe I should just leave now.
I pause, clutching a pair of jeans to my chest, hovering over my suitcase. I place them back in the drawer. I won’t leave, because I can’t. I can’t forget the little boy who left flowers by my bed. The little boy who I always promised to protect.
I can’t leave Lyric.




I know I’m being stubborn, but I don’t want to talk to Mateo, even if it means figuring out how a watch made by one of his dead relatives ended up with my mom.
But I’m desperate for any morsel of information no matter how remotely connected to her. I’d be a liar if I said anything otherwise.
Pride and stubbornness aside, I squeeze the key and encourage it to find Mateo’s room. It warms when I reach the end of the third floor, scalding with heat before a door encased with frost.
I don’t need to knock, because the door swings open and a startled Mateo collides with my head like a brick wall.
“Ow, Mullory. What are you…I was coming to look for you.”
I try not to wince as I rub the tender spot on my forehead that will likely swell into a delightful lump. “I’m fine,” I groan. “I was looking for you.”
Mateo exhales loudly. “Good, because I’ve been trying to apologize—”
“I don’t want apologies; I want to know if you recognize this.” I dangle my mom’s watch between us. Every day on the estate, I grow more brazen, a bit bolder.
Mateo’s eyes widen as he leans into the door, and it creaks open wider. “You better come in.”
I follow him. Not because I want to, but because I can’t help myself when it comes to my mom.
Mateo’s room feels like winter—a layer of ice has crystalized over the furniture, and I run my fingers along a frosty line of icicles dangling from the dresser.
“I think the house is mad at me for deviating from the plan,” Mateo says with a shrug as if to explain. “Trying to freeze me out.”
“What plan?”
Mateo slumps onto the edge of a sleigh bed, frustrated. “I don’t know. I just know I was supposed to keep everyone else busy looking for the missing piece of the will.”
Something about his response bothers me, the suggestion that there was a need to distract us from something else. “And the watch?” I ask, keeping us on task.
“I recognize it.”
My stomach flutters. “It was my mom’s.”
“Let me explain the other stuff first, then I’ll tell you about the watch.”
I cross my arms, all business.
“Mullory…” He pauses, hesitant. “Not everything I told you was a lie.”
“Only the important parts,” I point out.
“I never lied about anything important, I swear. When I told you to leave, I meant it.”
I suppress a shudder; his voice has turned just as icy as the decor. “And the other part?” I ask, wanting to skip over his incessant warnings.
“The other part is complicated.” He tips his head to face the ceiling. “I couldn’t tell you the whole truth about who I am, who my family is.”
“You could tell me now,” I say softly.
A few seconds pass before Mateo relents. “My family line is old, older than this one by several centuries, and in addition to our magic we have a certain”—he stops mid-sentence, searching for the right word—“ability. One that allows us to influence the transfer of magic.”
I wait, encouraging him to explain further.
“The binding seal wouldn’t work for you or anyone else here. My family is one of the few who can use it to temporarily sequester another person’s magic. We can then bind it to a will, as long as there’s no child set to inherit it. Familial bonds can’t be broken.”
I give him a grim nod. That’s why Lord Thorn is intent on killing Lyric, he can’t break the transfer any other way. “So, the seal allows you to harness Xavier’s magic?”
“Yes. Normally my family links the binding seal directly to the will, allowing the magic to transfer to the named heir. But because Xavier died and an heir hasn’t yet been named, I’m the only one anchoring it.” His face twists in pain. “This much magic…I don’t know how it didn’t kill Xavier long ago.”
My heart cracks just a bit at the sight of Mateo struggling. “And your family wanted you to do this?”
“They insisted upon it.” There’s something harsh buried in his words, some implication I don’t understand.
“Why?”
My question must spark a nerve, because Mateo freezes. “I wasn’t lying about having brothers and a sister.”
“It must be difficult to have multiple siblings, especially when three of you get…nothing?”
“I had four siblings. Two of them are dead.” Mateo’s voice breaks, his defenses crumbling. “My three older brothers were completely obsessed with my father’s magic, consumed to the point that they turned against one another. In the end, Cruz won and now he’s set to inherit my father’s empire. All it cost was the lives of our two brothers.”
I gasp, thinking back to when Whitaker said his family was worried Lyric might try to kill him. “That’s horrible.”
“What’s horrible is that my parents encourage it. They want the most fit heirs to carry on the Lagunes legacy; they want a fight. The Stoutmires have their games, and my family has ours—prueba de fuerza, a trial of strength.”
I’m speechless, but Mateo continues unloading.
“And this—” He gestures his hands around and then tugs the corner of his sweater, revealing the binding seal. What I’d thought was a tattoo is actually a glowing golden symbol, unmistakably imbued with magic. “This is mine.”
His words from earlier ring in my head, how he was trying to win at something else. “You’re here to prove yourself, to win your mother’s magic. But your last sibling—”
“Isadora. She’s only nine. I’m doing this for her. I wasn’t lying about that part either.”
“But if you win, she gets nothing?”
“Exactly. I’m claiming my mother’s magic and then getting the two of us as far away from my family as possible.” There’s something in his resolve, the way his eyes are creased and glistening. And I can’t help but believe him.
“I’m so sorry.”
“But that’s the thing, being sorry doesn’t accomplish anything. I was sorry when my two brothers died and Cruz solidified his line to my father’s magic. I was sorry at their funerals, but when I looked at Cruz, he was anything but sorry. ‘You do what you have to do to survive, Mateo.’ That’s what he told me and that’s when I realized being sorry was a waste of time. And I just…” Mateo rubs the corners of his eyes. “Do you ever just try to do the right thing, even when that thing seems impossible?”
His question pierces straight to the hollow part of my heart. “Every day,” I whisper. “Every day I hold on to the hope that my mom wants to be found.”
Mateo’s expression softens. “Then you understand why I’m here even if I hate it.”
I nod, understanding now how his view of magic is tainted with death. His warnings suddenly carry more weight.
“I wish I knew more, Mullory. I’m just doing what I’m told. Edwin gives me letters that contain instructions from Xavier.”
“Do you think Edwin knows something?”
“No, he’s a pawn, just like the rest of us.”
“It’s a shame,” I say, while glancing around the room speckled with snow and ice. “All of the beautifully strange bits of magic woven into the grandest house I’ve ever seen, and all this family wants to do is kill one another.”
Mateo gives me a half smile, a faraway look on his face. “You remind me of her. Isadora. She can still see the sparkle.”
“Sparkle?”
“In magic.”
My heart splinters.
“You can still run, Mullory,” he says, with hopeful eyes. “You don’t belong here.”
I try to brush his warning aside, but it clings to me like smoke. I can sense the earnestness in his plea, a genuine attempt to help. But if I leave…what happens to Lyric? What about the leads to finding my mom? No, I’ve come this far. I clear my throat. “You said you recognized the watch?”
He extends a hand. “May I?”
I nod, dropping my mom’s watch in his palm. Mateo sighs, a smile tugs at his lips. “My abuela made this. I remember the day,” he says with fondness. “I was little, and she’d given me a hot chocolate by the fire while she worked.”
I can’t help but feel a wave of nostalgia for my mom. Homemade waffles on the weekends, pinkie promises sealed with a kiss, fireflies caught in jars. She’d tuck me in and whisper, “Dream big and bright.” But she always kept a part of herself hidden away—the part tangled with magic.
“My abuela said she was making a special watch, one that would give her friend a little time with someone she loved dearly.”
I flick the edges of my eyelashes, forcing my face into a smile.
Mateo stares at the watch with a puzzled look. “If I remember,” he says, slowly turning the second hand and then pulling the crown out. “Aha!” The face of the watch springs opens, revealing an empty cavity behind it. Nothing but a hollow metal core that’s somehow bigger than it should be. There’s none of the usual battery or clock mechanisms inside.
“What’s it for?”
“My abuela filled it with her tears.”
It wasn’t the answer I’d been expecting. “Why?”
“Her tears granted a certain immunity to magic. I think she bound them in the watch so that your mom would have moments of protected time to spend with you.”
I can’t help that a few of my own tears slip down my cheeks. Because my mother had always been anxious, expectant, worried for what was to come. And I’d always thought she was bothered by me, counting the minutes until she could leave us again. But it turns out it was just the opposite; she was savoring every second until the tears went dry and the strange slithered in.
“Thank you,” I blubber, holding the watch close to my heart.
Mateo’s eyes track my movement. “That watch is part of the reason I’m here.”
His words take me by surprise. “What do you mean?”
“Xavier commissioned the watch; he paid for it himself.”
Now I’m confused. “But why would he do that for my mom?”
“Not sure. But that’s why he was indebted to my family; my abuela never made items for outsiders. And that’s why I was granted a position in the game.” Mateo rolls his eyes when he says position.
“Your parents wanted you to fulfill the bargain by carrying the seal and also have a chance to win.”
“They’d love nothing more than if I did win. More magic. More power. I can’t wait to come home empty-handed.”
“It’s almost over,” I offer as solace.
“Yeah. Just remember I’m not your enemy here.”
“I know,” I whisper, unwilling to state the obvious—that someone on the estate is my enemy.
Despite the warnings, I leave Mateo’s room feeling just a little lighter and with the hope that the game might finally be turning in my favor. I’m about to walk back to my room when Lyric materializes from the shadows.
Something inside me warms like gooey caramel and I break into a wide grin. Despite the dim lighting I spot a spark flash across Lyric’s face before it hardens into something like betrayal.
I’m confused, but Lyric glares at Mateo’s door and suddenly I understand. “It’s not that,” I say, feeling the need to explain even though I definitely don’t have to.
But it’s too late, Lyric’s flipped the switch and hardened his face into a scowl.
“Nothing to explain,” he says coldly.
I take a step nearer and realize he’s holding a board game—Clue, the one I told him my mom and I used to play.
“Did you get that for me?” The sight of him holding the box causes me to melt just a little.
Lyric crumples the edges and shoves it behind his back. “Stupid idea,” he mumbles.
“It’s not stupid.”
“Two days left,” Lyric says, sternly. I know the stakes are high—he’s playing for his life.
“We’ll figure it out,” I say weakly. I want him to believe me. I want to believe myself.




Chlorine burns my eyes.
Why couldn’t Uncle Xavier have a saltwater pool? Insensitive and an ill-prepared host even in death.
No difference, Whitaker and I came here early this morning to focus—we’ve been swimming routinely since we were old enough to float.
The natatorium is warm and humid; moisture clings to the turquoise tiles and golden shards arranged in a mosaic of a mermaid. The greenhouse is just visible through the back windows, which are fogged from the rising steam that billows like a pack of ghosts. Ugh—the thought makes me think of Uncle Zolan, and I cut my arms through the water even more fiercely, whizzing past Whitaker’s leisurely breaststroke.
I can’t placate the fury storming inside of me at what Uncle Zolan did.
And I can’t forget Lyric in that tub. Lyric. Every thought of him twists the knot in my stomach tighter. And tighter. Until I’m sure my organs will rupture. Which is a thing that can happen. I checked.
“What’s the hurry?” Whitaker calls from the deep end, shaking his head to dislodge water from his ears.
My shriveled fingertips grip the polished edge of the pool. I take a few deep breaths, wiping the moisture from my face. My muscles are cramping, my only measure of how long we’ve been swimming.
“Again,” I order.
Left. Right. Breathe. Left. Right. Breathe. I fall into a rhythm—the motion of the water calms me. Swimming is methodical. Something is within my control.
Two days. That’s all that’s left to solve the Mystery Royale and help Lyric win, if he’ll even let us. If we can make any freaking progress in this impossible game.
Originally, winning would have been enough—all three of us inherit magic (although I’m still cringing from the thought of accepting anything from my mother) and maybe then we move forward. But now there’s an extremely lethal problem to throw into the mix—Lord Thorn. He’ll never let Lyric live to reach his eighteenth birthday. That’s the only thing I’m certain of.
Everyone knows he’s saving his magic for Blade, whom he sees as his true heir, grooming him to be Magnus—a sore subject if our wonderful uncle Zolan has anything to say about it.
And Lord Thorn giving his magic to Lyric would be aiding in violating the laws he himself put into place. Interfering with bloodlines of magical inheritance is a grave offense. The council stands in order to keep a balance of power, and if more than two types of magic exist in a family (barring a special circumstance like an uncle without an heir), then that disrupts the equilibrium and jeopardizes Lord Thorn’s character and political sway. Having three children may be unorthodox, but it’s not illegal.
Whitaker says we need to stick to the original plan and find a way to break the connection later. Sure, no problem, just another impossible task to add to the list. A migraine buds from the mere thought.
My lungs strain, pressuring me to take a break. I pause in the deep end, treading water beside Whitaker, letting the waves settle.
A panicked look crosses Whitaker’s face just as something brushes my ankle.
I shut my eyes.
I don’t want to look below. I really don’t.
But I do.
Fins and gray flesh whirl past in a blur. Three sharks swim in a synchronized fashion, circling the drain.
I want to scream and claw my way up the ladder.
Whitaker calmly shakes his head, pointing a finger beneath the water. Something glitters near the bottom like sunken treasure.
And—ugh—I know as soon as I spot it that we need to retrieve it.
Every nerve in my body is charged, and a fuzzy itch at the back of my throat threatens to spread and close my windpipe. Damn you, Uncle Xavier.
Whitaker holds up three fingers, slowly curling them down until he’s got one left, and he dips below, diving straight for the bottom.
And then I’m following him, no plan, all reaction. Because what really is the plan when dealing with illusory sharks?
I don’t feel brave as I swim underwater. But I keep going. For Whitaker. For Lyric.
My eyes burn—again with the chlorine—as I dive closer, and my stomach clenches. The sharks still. I think Whitaker’s almost there as he tries to dart past one. The slitted gills in its neck flutter and it strikes, mashing teeth into Whitaker’s calf.
I want to scream but can’t, and I keep moving. The other sharks race toward Whitaker, freeing up the bloodred gemstone lying on the drain.
I kick harder, lungs burning, when agonizing pain shoots up the side of my arm. Teeth ripping into my shoulder. I feel the vibration of a crack.
Burrowing, slicing, tearing through my muscle like the pulpy insides of an orange.
The pain radiates upward, an electric grid triggering my base instincts…survive.
I fight it. I don’t know how, but I do.
Mangled flesh flaps from my collarbone, a shroud of red clouds around me.
I run my hand along the bottom, rummaging through water blurred with blood.
And then I feel it. I grab hold of the gemstone, twisting myself so that my feet hit the bottom. I kick, propelling myself up. My shoulder feels like the bone has been pulled through my muscle and skin.
Somehow, I grip the ladder and pull myself up, flopping onto the slick ceramic tiles like a washed-up whale.
A nearby thud and rasping breath sounds as Whitaker crawls out over the edge of the pool.
I roll to my side, vomiting violently. I wipe the runny bile from my lips and dare to peek at my shoulder, but it’s intact. Not a mark to be found. Not a drop of blood. The water is still and serene.
I push myself to a seated position.
“Did you get it?” asks Whitaker between choppy breaths.
“Yeah,” I croak. But I’m no longer clutching the jagged edge of a ruby; instead I’ve got a pristine envelope addressed to Whitaker Stoutmire.
It smells of salt and oranges.
“It’s for yo—”
“Ellison, look,” Whitaker interrupts, and points to the pool.
A breeze ripples across the surface of the water, oscillating the air and pulling out an echo. The corners of the memory are faded and come into focus after a moment, like an engine humming to start.
The season in this echo is different—I’d guess spring—judging by the panel of windows that are open to the gardens.
Fragrant blossoms blow on a warm breeze, sunlight dances across the water. Cecilia meanders about the garden with shears and a basket in hand. Her hair is shorter, the ends not quite as ragged. My mother dips her toes into the pool, her coral sun wrap skims the surface.
“And you’re sure this will work?” she calls to Cecilia. She spins a diamond-studded bracelet around her bony wrist, grinding it against her skin. I hate to notice that I have the same habit.
“It’s the only way,” Cecilia responds while snipping leaves from a thorny plant.
“Xavier seems to think it will work,” my mother adds nervously. It’s strange to hear her voice waver.
Cecilia lets out a snort of laughter. “And who do you think told him that?”
My mother twirls her wrap between her fingers, pacing. Cecilia doesn’t seem nearly as anxious as she strolls leisurely through the gardens, filling her basket before approaching my mother. “Here,” she says, pulling out three vials, each containing different-colored liquids. “A glimpse of the future for each, brew them into dreams, repetition is key.” Cecilia is hesitant, clutching the vials to her heart. “The future is only certain once it becomes the past.”
My mother flinches, before nodding.
Cecilia extends her hand, presenting the first vial. “One to die,” she says before offering over the next two. “One to dig and one to let lie.”
My mother tentatively accepts the vials and slips them into a satchel strung from her hip. Her lips curl and she falters, letting out a sigh instead of whatever’s on her mind.
“Do you understand?” Cecilia asks. “Fear is necessary. It is far more potent in the threads of the future than happiness. Fear drives action, pure and simple.”
My mother gulps. “I do…” She quivers as a tear grazes her cheek. It shocks me; I’ve never seen my mother cry. Her next words are a mere whisper. “But they will hate me….”
“Let them,” answers Cecilia. “Hate and fear are sometimes necessary.”
The echo evaporates into the air, leaving Whitaker and me alone in the natatorium. Whitaker opens his mouth to speak, but I interrupt him because I don’t want to try to unpack this echo. I’m not yet ready to consider my mother as anything but a monster. And besides, this only implicates her further, tangling her tighter in the web surrounding our uncle’s death. It can’t be a coincidence that she’s been in two of the echoes.
“The letter is for you,” I rasp, holding out the envelope.
Whitaker tears through it, uncovering a sheet of creamy beige paper.
Follow your dreams.


He crumples it, groaning with frustration, and tosses it to the side. The paper disintegrates to dust as soon as it touches the water.
I can’t help but cringe. Nightmares, not dreams.
I know what the letter wants, what the echo was trying to show us. But we’ve never discussed our nightmares aloud, opting instead to endure them in silence. A pact forged in childhood, an iron-clad promise.
“Tell me,” I finally say. “Tell me the nightmare Mother forced you to drink.”
Whitaker exhales. “One to die,” he says, keeping his blue eyes fixed on the pool. “It’s her,” he adds, releasing a weight that’s been shackled to his chest for years.
Pieces of the puzzle slide into place, realization hitting me with an obvious thud. Suddenly, at least something about his strange behavior the last week makes sense. I ask anyway even though I know. “Who?”
“Mullory.” He says her name like it’s a curse. “She dies every time. Every single time, in every single nightmare,” he rants, pounding his fists against the tile. “And there’s so much blood, Ellison.” His voice splinters in the air. For a second, I have the urge to squeeze his hand, but I can’t. My own nightmare made sure of that.
And I can’t look him in the eye either, because we’re a family bound by secrets, tethered by lies, and shackled by our insecurities. And I can’t face it.
The truth.
He was forced to dream of a girl dying, and it makes sense—how he’s always trying to save everyone. And he’s been following Mullory around like she might suddenly combust. I want to ask why he didn’t tell me, but I already know the answer. It’s the same reason I never shared mine. Some truths are too dark to let into the light.
“Do you see how it happens?”
“A knife.”
I wince. “Who?”
Whitaker shakes his head. “I never see who stabs her, but I’ve been thinking that whoever is going to kill her is probably the same person who killed Uncle Xavier. At first, I was afraid it might be…” Whitaker turns his eyes down, ashamed.
But I know what he’s going to say.
“I thought it could be Lyric…because of what happened.” Whitaker shakes his head. “But not anymore.”
I nod in agreement, refusing to entertain the idea. “This explains your fixation with Mullory.”
Whitaker nods. “I can’t let her die. I just can’t.”
I know Mullory haunts him, forcing him to believe he must save the dead girl from his nightmares, but the thought of another problem, another murder, exhausts me.
I curl my legs and cling to my knees; the pool water beading on my skin has turned icy, leaving me shivering.
“If we can get to the killer before they get to Mullory, we can solve the mystery and save her,” Whitaker pleads.
I bury my head into my knees, trying to think this through. We need to find out who wants to harm Mullory…. An idea forms in my head, one that will cost me. No matter.
“The rats,” I say, rising to my feet as Whitaker grabs us towels.
“What about them?”
“We use them. Feed them a strand of Mullory’s hair and they’ll lead us to whoever wants to hurt her.” I’m reluctant because I spent years familiarizing the rats with my touch, a mentally draining endeavor. Only to throw it away for an outsider. But the relief on Whitaker’s face convinces me to keep the thought to myself.
I’m terribly selfish, wildly so—but not when it comes to my brothers.




I can tell that my pacing is bothering Mullory, so I circle the library even faster, thrumming the side of my leg for added annoyance. The energy between us has turned to ice and I’m sculpting it into an impenetrable wall. This, I know how to do exquisitely.
I sought her out this morning, after spending the night in alternating states of panic and rage. After today, there’s only one day left. I certainly don’t care that Mullory was with Mateo working on the game behind my back or…doing something else. It doesn’t matter. Because nothing has ever mattered, especially now, nothing except for winning.
I never should have kissed her. Damn it. I kick the legs of a table, sending the lamp onto the floor.
“You need to calm down.” Mullory tugs on the cord and rights the lamp. Her finger skims my wrist and the contact drums the anger roaring inside of me. Truthfully, I don’t even know why I’m mad. Maybe it’s Lord Thorn’s magic. Maybe it’s just me.
“Lyric.” Mullory grips my arm. “We’re still a team, just you and me,” she says with emphasis. “We need to focus if we’re going to win. Everything else we can figure out after.”
I settle. Because she’s right and I’m being an ass. And we only have one more day left. “Fine.”
Mullory gives me an encouraging smile and thumbs through the pages of her notebook. “I just don’t understand what we’re missing besides the murder weapon.” She chews on her pen cap pensively. “We answered the why—the murderer wanted the shadow. And we know that right before six p.m. Sunday night your uncle left the smoking room and headed to the garden clock where he was murdered and then moved to his bed. The only unanswered questions are how, and who.” Mullory taps the pen against her cheek. “The clue from the card party unlocked the echo that said we would know how. But we still don’t.”
I shrug, avoiding eye contact. I don’t want to tell her about the knife Mateo stole and buried. Or about the matching knife Blade stole from Lord Thorn. I don’t like the sinking feeling building in my gut or the warning Mateo issued. “You’ll get what you want, but you won’t like the cost.”
“We just need to consider the list,” she says determinedly.
“List?”
“Everyone who was in the room when you opened the mystery prompt.” Mullory runs her partly chewed pen cap down the list. “The person responsible is here,” she declares.
“Okay, fine.”
“I’ve been thinking,” Mullory says slowly. “Why leave us that message about Lord Thorn, why implicate him?”
I keep my lips pressed tightly together; I won’t admit that the message was a warning, because to do that I’d have to admit that Uncle X was looking out for me. No shot in hell. “It’s not him.”
Mullory pinches her nose, refusing to accept my answer. “What if it was him? What if he just doesn’t remember doing it and he believes he’s innocent?”
“What are you talking about?”
“Your mother,” she says quietly.
“What about her?”
“She’s been subduing him with those teas, just like the nightmares she gave you and—”
“You don’t know a thing about my mother,” I snap.
“Lyric.” Mullory whispers my name like a prayer, closing the distance between us and taking my hand gently in hers. The anger sloughs off, exposing raw wounds. I can’t be mad at Mullory, at least I don’t want to be, but the magic pooling inside me is explosive with endless rage. I give her a gentle squeeze because I’ve always been abysmal at apologies and I know I don’t deserve her forgiveness.
“Xavier left the message about Lord Thorn because I think he wants us to connect the dots.”
“My mother wouldn’t…” I shake my head, refusing to look Mullory in the eye. One parent trying to commit murder is enough. “She’s always wanted a seat on the council; she wouldn’t risk it.” It comes down to facts with Saffron Stoutmire. Facts, not motherly instinct.
Mullory only nods. “Just consider it, okay? We need to consider everyone.”
I slow my breathing, squeezing my fingers into fists before slowly releasing them and pushing past Mullory’s suggestion. “Something about the last echo is bothering me….”
“What do you mean?”
I’m trying to remember why I found it weird—it was a feeling more than anything. “Uncle X just seemed…not himself.”
“Let’s talk it through, every detail.” Mullory twirls her hair into a knot, sliding a pencil through the bun to hold it in place. “Ready?”
I wave my wrist.
“The time of the echo was five forty-five, in the smoking room, minutes before Xavier was murdered. Edwin circled the room several times before Xavier asked him to sit down,” Mullory recounts with textbook precision.
I give her a look. “Keep going.”
“Xavier was wearing a bright blue suit, lined with strands of kelp. He had an octopus right here.” Mullory points to the spot beneath her neck. “The legs were twisted into a knot like this.” She entwines her fingers.
“While I find my uncle’s fashion decisions interesting, let’s skip ahead a bit, shall we?”
Mullory nods. “Edwin asked if your uncle thought he would come. Xavier, who was reading the paper, responded with—”
“Wait,” I interrupt. “That’s it. My uncle never read the newspaper.”
“Oh?” Mullory inhales.
“Never. Do you remember what was on the front page?”
Mullory smiles wide, exposing all her teeth, of course she remembers.
“Yes, but Xavier’s fingers were blocking the first part. All I could read was Sights in Paris. Too bad we aren’t in France.” Mullory sighs.
“But what if we could see it?”
“See what?”
“It’s easier if I show you.”




My heart is in my throat, excitement and nerves fizzing as I follow Lyric up a spiral staircase that winds tighter and tighter until we reach the tip-top of the highest turret on the whole estate. The last step leads to a dead end, but Lyric unlocks a latch in the ceiling and props open a hidden door. He hoists himself up before extending an arm back down to help me.
A wall of glass surrounds us.
Every view and sightline more breathtaking than the last. Up here, we’re above the tops of the trees, a castle in the clouds. “What is this?”
Lyric runs his hands along one of several telescopes, each bolted to the floor and arranged in a circle with the lenses pointed outward toward the windows. “The observatory.” He gives the room a cursory glance and then tugs me to the left. “Look through this one.”
I notice that every telescope has a ticking clock welded to the base. “The time is wrong.”
“Says the girl with the broken watch.”
I elbow Lyric in the stomach, smiling. “It’s not broken.”
“Neither are these. Now come here.”
His fingertips brush my arm, sending a shiver down the entire length of my body. I go still, hesitating.
“You can trust me, Mullory.”
Trust. A small and simple word with a meaning that’s far too big and complicated. A word my heart and mind can’t seem to agree on.
I step closer and hunch over to peer through the scope. Lyric slides behind me; his chest presses against my back. His hands find mine, adjusting the dials beneath my fingers. He dips his head so that his lips brush the curve of my neck. My insides light up. “What do you see?” he whispers.
I focus my gaze. “I see a street.” A cobblestone-lined path with black-striped awnings perched over quaint shops and wicker bistro sets scattered on the sidewalk. And in the distance…“The Eiffel Tower.” I inhale and the scent of something warm and buttery fills my nostrils. I track it to a tray of croissants in an open bakery window. “Paris?”
“Yes. There’s one for Tokyo. Madrid. Cairo. Uncle loved to travel, but as he got older, he rarely wanted to leave the estate anymore.”
“Sights in Paris,” I say, understanding the newspaper words.
Lyric whispers, “Exactly.”




I don’t give a donkey’s ass about the Eiffel Tower. An overrated tourist trap. But seeing Mullory so excited…it stirs something up in me. Something the rage can’t touch, and I don’t want to break the moment. I don’t want to slip back into the madness.
“Sights in Paris,” Mullory says again. “I don’t know what we should be looking for.” She jumps back suddenly, breaking our connection. Mullory screams and swats her arms as something buzzes past us.
I flick my wrist, shooing off a fat hornet hovering near my face. I wave my arms in a frenzy as another circles my head.
“Lyric,” Mullory shouts, her eyes wide as another hornet whizzes past her earlobe. They stream out of the telescope in an angry rush.
Thousands of hornets circle like a deadly vortex, until the buzzing escalates to a roar. Mullory takes a few careful steps around, squatting to try and peer into the center. It’s an angry mass of wings and stingers.
“There’s something there,” she whispers.
I already know because I’ve played this game a thousand times. Uncle X would take my teddy—my only childhood friend—and he’d hide him in a hornet’s nest.
Crying did little to help. Neither did screaming. The only way to get him back was to make it to the nest. The hornets weren’t real, but the pain was. Uncle would tell me to retrieve a token—something he’d hidden in the nest—and I’d fight my way to the center, welts cropping up on every inch of my skin, and I’d choose Teddy every time. But I could never get out, not until I’d left my bear behind and grabbed whatever Uncle had hidden.
“You can only save yourself, Lyric. Only you. Leave everything else behind.”
I hated him then, and I hate him now.
“Lyric, I think we need whatever’s in there,” Mullory says with alarm. Again, I nod. Because she’s right. There’s just no we anymore. My uncle’s message couldn’t be clearer—Mullory is Teddy, and I can only save myself.




Angry buzzing vibrates the windows of the observatory, filling the space with a thrumming pulse that chatters my teeth. A sharp pain burns the back of my hand, a fresh welt in its place. The horde continues to grow, more and more hornets swarm until it resembles a thrashing monster trapped in the center of the room. We’re crouched behind a telescope, a poor excuse for a barricade.
I catch a glimpse of the papery edges of a gigantic hive, a hexagonal knot the size of a Prius. The sharp corner of something sparkly, like a large diamond, protrudes from the corner of the nest.
Please, no.
My silent begging goes unanswered. Deep down I know we need to retrieve whatever’s lodged in the hive, protected by the loaded stingers of thousands of hornets. Because, why not?
Lyric agrees, although he hasn’t said much. He’s probably just as nervous.
Maybe he despises bugs just as much as me. Gran always kills the spiders and flies that slip past our windows so that I don’t have to.
The humming escalates. “We just need to do it,” I shout encouragingly. Lyric doesn’t respond and I squeeze his hand, letting him know that I’m there. That we’ll do this together.
We need whatever the hornets are guarding. It could be something that leads us to the how. Or to the killer. Or eventually to my mom. I jump up and down like all the famous athletes do before a game and then I lunge.
Not gracefully.
Or fearlessly.
But screaming with tears pouring from my eyes. The sensation is so much worse than I’d imagined. More tears follow as the buzzing, crawling, and burning pain explodes in a hundred different stings. Excruciating, disorienting, mind-altering pain consumes me. My eyes are squeezed shut and I cower into a ball as self-preservation kicks in. I can feel something larger flash beside me. Lyric.
I try to yell but when I open my mouth, hornets pour in, attacking the insides of my cheeks, their wings fluttering at the base of my throat and up my nose. Several burrow into my ears, their prickly feet scrape the sides of my ear canals. And then more movement and somehow I can hear the next words as clear as day. I’m sorry.
I don’t need to open my eyes to see him leave because I can feel it in the depth of my being—Lyric’s gone. Betrayal burns deep. Not because of the kiss or whatever was happening between us, but because we were a team. I thought we were going to finish this mystery together, split the prize, win Lyric his stupid magic. Then find my mom, together.
I believed him. But I’m a sucker for hope. I always have been.
My breathing hitches as the pain spirals, darkening my mind, threatening to render me unconscious. I’m rooted in place, frozen and unable to move, my body a prisoner to my fears.
“Mullory.” My mother’s voice is a whisper.
“Mullory!” It calls so persistently that I follow it through the tornado of pain. I stumble into something soft, realizing I’ve made it to the center. I run my fingers along the hive, raking my nails across the indents until I feel the rough facets of a diamond.
My mother’s voice leads me through the wall of relentless hornets. And then it’s gone. All of it. Nothing but my frantic pulse and tearstained face to acknowledge that it even happened.
Unblinking eyes, glossy and black, hover in a line outside the window. A row of bats so still that they look like a string of cutouts for a party. Somehow, I can feel them watching me. One by one they fly away. I don’t dismiss their uncanny timing, how they always linger on the edge while I suffer.
I turn over my shaking hands; the rough edges of the diamond are now an envelope, crisp and clean and addressed to me.
I almost laugh, another letter. Why couldn’t this one have been buried in a cherry pie?
I break the seal, yanking out the parchment, when something heavier falls to the ground. I scoop up the fallen key and unfold the thick paper, sniffing raspberry sauce and sugared doughnuts.
Make them count.


That’s it. Risk my life again and all I get is “make them count” and a key. But a key to what? The number of trapdoors and drawers in Stoutmire Estate is endless. Not to mention the safes and chests I know must be buried in a place like this. What does it unlock?
I have to start somewhere, and I realize now that I have to finish this alone. If I want to win, it all falls on me.

I try doors first. Closet doors and ballroom doors and bedroom doors. In every room, I look for locked drawers or chests, but my search is exhausting, and I’ve lost count of the number of rooms in the estate. It’s sometime later when Edwin finds me inspecting a room full of glass chairs.
“Will you not be joining us for dinner, Miss Mullory?”
I quietly slide the key behind my back.
“Be right there,” I answer before scurrying to follow him to the dining room, assuming my seat.
The carved carcass of some animal is set on a platter, roasted skin gleaming under the chandelier. Plates and platters beside it are piled high with sautéed vegetables and potato slices layered to mimic the wings of a swan.
I don’t dare look at Lyric. I won’t give him the satisfaction. Zolan is calling my name, but I ignore him, keeping my goblet stuck to my lips without sipping the icy water. The seat beside him is empty.
My heart flutters.
I know what the key is for.




“A bit theatrical, even for you,” Cecilia chides while lounging on the floor in the solarium. Her arms are crossed as if she were ready to be lowered into a casket.
I snap my fingers and put her in one—cherrywood, seventy-nine inches long, velvet interior. “No, that’s theatrical. Besides, we already agreed on the game and the format.”
Cecilia runs her nails along the interior of the coffin, and I dismiss the illusion.
“All necessary. But five parties?” she questions. She’s always been a downer when it comes to hosting a marvelous party. “Don’t turn the gardens into an underwater castle. People won’t care to ride tigers up the driveway. No one wants to have ice-cream snowflakes fall on their heads.” So on and so forth. She’d prefer if I’d serve store-bought cake on paper plates. The gall.
I rub my temples. “Will you not indulge me? Not even on the eve of such a perfectly plotted death?”
Cecilia exhales, blowing a wisp of her wildly knotted hair into the air. “It all depends on him figuring it out as we planned. The exchange will need to be flawless. Death values precision.”
I swallow. “Lyric will have everything he needs by the final day.”




“It’s up to you tomorrow,” I whisper to Foresight and Prophecy. Their yellow eyes glow in the darkness of my room like miniature moons.
I curl my knees to my chest, sinking into my bed. “I have to feed you a strand of hair. It’s not particularly shiny hair, and I’m certain the ends are dead, but regardless, I need you to tell me who wants to harm Mullory Prudence.”
The rats don’t answer. They never do. Whitaker seems sure that whoever is going to kill Mullory is the same murderer responsible for Uncle’s death. At this point it’s our only plan.
I settle onto my back, eyes fixed on the ceiling. No point in pretending to sleep.




I’ll sleep when I’m dead. Which, ironically, may be soon if I don’t figure this all out.
Solve the Mystery Royale. Steal the shadow from the murderer before Lord Thorn tries to kill me again. Don’t think of Mullory Prudence.
Don’t.
Piece of cake.
I should go to Mullory’s room and explain. I should, and I want to, but every time I get to the hall, my insides wilt with the unfamiliar sensation of guilt.
Nothing to do but wait for the sun to rise and the final day to begin.




Day nine, the last of the game. I wake in a blurry-eyed panic. Some slight vibration, a faint sound like salt being poured from a shaker, startled me awake.
My mind reels for a moment and my skin crawls with the sensation of hornets. I kick my legs from the covers, catapulting my notebook and papers that were scattered on top. Blue ink bleeds through the white duvet. A stray pen jabs my thigh.
I can’t find the source of the sound; it’s like mice in the walls, and whatever it is, it’s following me. I pull my hair off my face and the noise intensifies, like it’s inside of me. I turn my arms over slowly.
A black-and-gray hourglass is inked on my right forearm. The particles of sand fall with lifelike precision. If I raise my arm, I can hear each grain drop. The bottom of the base has a time—6:00 p.m. The game ends today. One final party. Get going, Mullory!
I hurriedly get out of bed, scooping up my notebook. I spent most of the night nervously filling it with names and thoughts and an elaborate pattern of squares and stars. The key from the hornet’s nest is tucked inside—it’s bronze with an eye engraved on the surface.
The person responsible is here.
This game is a vortex of glitter and knives—sharp, sparkling, and deadly. Somehow, I’ve managed not to get cut, but just barely. One day to make it count.
Lyric has made his position clear—we each finish this alone. I don’t linger on my feelings, brushing them aside, and focus on the problem at hand. Who killed Xavier Stoutmire?
I smooth out a blank page with the intent of revisiting every interaction on the estate, because the answer is here, I just need to find it.
I can’t help but underline Lord Thorn’s name, digging my pen so sharply it tears through the paper. He seems like the obvious choice and with good reason, my own hatred of him included. He was part of the strange that clawed a path to my mom. I’d always known she was keeping secrets from me; I just never knew how big. That she was a magnet for magic, somehow calling to the strange, while working for a madman on an estate full of secrets that eventually lured me in.
I circle Saffron Stoutmire’s name and connect it with an arrow to Lord Thorn’s. For some reason the family dismisses her and her magic. But her children don’t; they fear her. She’s been subduing Lord Thorn ever since the attack, unbeknownst to him because she operates undetected.
Lyric is certain that Lord Thorn isn’t the killer, but what if he just can’t remember murdering Xavier? His magic is precise and deadly enough for the deed, all it would take is Saffron’s mind to set it into motion. The perfect murder. Lyric didn’t think it was his mother either, but maybe that was all part of the ruse. Saffron Stoutmire is hiding something—I’m certain of it. She told me so herself when she was carelessly drinking martinis. The only part that doesn’t make sense is that she saved Lyric. Some distant motherly instinct kicked in. And if she saved him, why murder Xavier?
And what about Lyric? He turned oddly stoic when the horde of hornets appeared, quick to leave me in a hellish trap. No one to help me through but myself and a watchful row of bats. I haven’t stopped thinking about them either, how they appear every time something horrible happens. The first night in the library with Zolan, in the well when I almost died, now after the hornet’s nest. And I swear—even in my poison-induced stupor—I saw something in the window of the cell.
Which leads me to a connected thought, one I’ve been pressing to dismiss. The very first question Mateo challenged me to answer. Why am I here? I tap the broken face of my mother’s watch out of habit, because the breadcrumbs all lead back to her. I know for certain that Lord Thorn was looking for her on behalf of the council. Has he been trying to interfere in the game and cause me harm? My teapot contained actual poison. It was my rope that was tampered with, nearly dropping me down the well to my death. You’re here to win, I remind myself, brushing everything else aside.
And what of Zolan with his insistent reminders that death becomes me? I saw him talking to Lord Thorn the morning I was compelled to look away. Are they in on this together? How far does the conspiracy reach?
And then there’s the question that keeps popping up. What does death fear most? I think it’s referencing the shadow, but I can’t be certain.
I’m so close…I feel like all the pieces are twirling above my head on a mobile, taunting me. Xavier Stoutmire was using my mom to find the shadow—something with the ability to blur the lines between life and death. He was sick from hoarding his magic, Tulia told me that. I’m certain he wanted the shadow in case the magic killed him. But then my mom goes missing and Xavier turns up dead. The two must be related.
I twist a curl around my pen, pulling it taut until it snaps back. My eyes race over my notes, searching…I’m so close. The pieces are here, fragmented from history and spun. I haven’t left a detail out. Why. When. How. Where. Who killed Xavier Stoutmire?
If I win, I’ll inherit the estate and be able to take care of Gran, but more importantly, I’ll have answers that will hopefully lead to my mom. Because she’s the bigger mystery. She always has been.
Who killed Xavier Stoutmire? Mateo was the last person to see Xavier alive. He’s lied to me before, why should I believe him now? But like Gran says, sometimes you just know in your gut. And I believe what Mateo has told me about wanting to save his little sister, Isadora.
Ink bleeds on my thumb, and I smudge it across the paper. What am I missing? I trail my pen through the days—one name crops up at key times, even before the game truly began. Has it been this obvious the whole time? There’s only one way to know.
I tuck the letter from the hornet’s nest into the pages of my notebook. Make them count. Holding the key, I intend to do just that. All I need to find is the lock—the golden padlock necklace hanging from the neck of Cecilia Humes. It’s so obvious, it pains me to think I didn’t realize it sooner. She wasn’t at dinner last night, but I’ll find her today. I’ve been waiting for the sun to crest before I slip out.
It’s time to finish this.
I’m quick on my feet, slipping out of my room, but when I shut my door, I’m surprised to find Whitaker and Ellison lurking in the halls. I struggle to control my nerves, not wanting to give away my secret, the bronze key grasped in my palm behind my back.
“Morning, Mullory,” says Ellison.
“Morning,” I answer, backing away. Why are they watching me? Do they know about the key?
Whitaker shuffles in place, his blue eyes fixed on my head.
I take a step forward, but Whitaker extends an arm, bracing the wall and blocking me in. I try to maneuver beneath him, but he catches me.
“I’m trying to save you,” he groans, locking me in place.
I freeze. “Save me from what?”
“Don’t,” Ellison warns.
The tips of Whitaker’s ears turn red. “I mean help.”
“But you said save.” Curling my fingers into the flesh of my palm I secure the key in a death grip. I won’t let them take it. I can feel them waiting to pounce, so I wriggle free and turn in the opposite direction, darting away as quickly as I can. I don’t look back, but I can feel Whitaker bridging the gap between us. His larger frame closes in on me. I cradle the key to my chest, but Whitaker doesn’t make a move for it; instead he swipes a hand across my back, yanking at my hair.
I wince, but I don’t falter, running harder. And then they’re gone.
I’ve got the key, it’s time to use it.




Tomorrow. Go to my escape.
Those are the instructions written on the letter Uncle left buried for me in the hornet’s nest. I don’t dwell on what I did—leaving Mullory behind as she screamed, because I’ve been screaming my entire life, and no one has ever cared to listen. At some point in the night, a tattooed hourglass appeared on my arm. A constant reminder of the time I have left. As if I needed to be reminded.
My upbringing with Uncle molded me into a solitary being: I was tortured when I sought affection, punished when I thought of others. “You can only trust yourself, Lyric. No one else. Not me. Not your family.” Uncle preached until it stuck, and I just can’t seem to let it go.
I know I’m getting closer; I can feel it building. Uncle is dangling the answers just beyond my reach and the game feels more personal now. My uncle’s last words ring clear: “You have what you need, Lyric. You don’t need me anymore.” I hadn’t paid it much mind at the time, Uncle liked to taunt me with riddles, but remembering it now, he’d said it like a final parting gift. A goodbye.
The game has been pushing me to this moment. The clues before this were a warning meant to keep me alive, which means Uncle has grander plans for me. I can’t help the pure terror that pulses in my veins.
I know where he wants me to look, even if it sickens me, because it requires me to admit that I understand my uncle despite his efforts to isolate me. I know where I need to go. It’s time. The game ends today.
My feet carry me through the halls as a settling calm washes over me.
“Lyric,” a stern voice calls. I’ve run straight into my father and I can tell he’s just as off-balance with the encounter. We’ve been avoiding each other for days…years, actually.
“Look, son,” he says. The word is cheap like a plastic toy. Somehow, I feel…guilty? Staring at him, wondering if he knows I’m not his son. It’s obvious when I study him now—his blond hair and soft features are carbon copies of my siblings. Half siblings, rather. I’m something cut from stone. Harsh. Cold.
“Don’t beat yourself up over this, okay?” he says, inflecting his voice into a question. It’s the sincerest thing he’s said to me in years. Maybe he could always tell that I was different, like a mother bird can sniff foreign scents on her chicks and instantly reject them.
“Thanks, Dad,” I say quickly, because I know the response will affect some part of him enough to leave me alone. And he does.
There’s a door on the estate, it’s plain white and made of cheap wood. It lacks color and sparkle and magic. It leads to a room with white walls, bare furnishings—no color or velvet, no peacock feathers or gilded frames entwined with magic. The rug is worn, the wood floor scuffed, two overstuffed chairs and a desk. No windows with views of the ocean. Only Uncle and I know about this room. A room without magic and illusions, hiding in plain sight, being its ordinary self.
Uncle would come here and release hold of his magic, stripping down whatever illusion he’d have on for the day—suits threaded from stardust and hats stacked with chirping birds. Here, he’d worn pajamas, plain and ordinary. His face was wrinkled and older, his eyes true-blue. “Eyes are the hardest to conceal, Lyric. They hold too much of ourselves.”
I’d do my schoolwork here while Uncle read. At first, I thought it a grand secret, someplace only we knew about. Uncle rarely spoke here, and he always seemed so tired; his magic was a burden he bore throughout the day. As I got older, I understood what the room really was—a reminder of what I was. Magic-less. Alone. And even though the strain of my uncle’s magic was slowly crushing him from the inside, he fought to hold on to it, to keep it for himself.
I push open the door, it creaks with disuse. Propped on a chair is my old teddy, the fur coated with dust. On the desk strung in a row are delicate bat skeletons like the ones from Uncle’s treasury. Letters are carved into their fragile ivory bones.
Almost there.


I remember it was Mullory’s mother who had found the bats. “Weird, but cool.” Mullory’s voice rings between my ears. I cringe. I don’t want that girl in my head.
I run my fingers along the bones and the air compresses, stirring an echo.
The gardens bleed into focus. Cousin Cecilia lounges on a bench, twirling a black umbrella above her head. Uncle paces beside her.
“Esther Merrybright—”
“Stole the shadow from us!” Uncle bellows as his face flashes red. “Give it up, Cecilia, we can’t find her, we’ve tried.”
“Which is exactly why we need to lure her here.” Cecilia’s eyes glaze a milky white. “And I have the perfect trap,” she coos. “Her daughter.”
“Her daughter?”
My skin prickles all over like I’m being stung by a bag of scorpions, and unfortunately, I know the feeling well.
“Kill her,” Cecilia says matter-of-factly. “Kill Mullory and Esther won’t be able to resist coming. And when she’s here you can take back the shadow.”
Uncle X pauses, and his stare becomes distant like he’s running the scenario through his head. My limbs feel heavy as lead. I know what’s coming next.
Uncle strokes his goatee, which is colored a vibrant purple. “Kill Mullory with the knife. It will have to be Lyric, that part is essential,” Uncle X says slowly, his blue eyes so focused I feel like he’s looking right at me.
Cecilia nods, encouragingly. “With the knife, as I’ve seen it unfold.”
“Yes, yes,” Uncle agrees, and sets his jaw with determination. “I’ll leave Lyric instructions. When it’s time he’ll know when and where.”
The image wanes, siphoning back into some invisible tear. A part of me always knew something darker was at play. I’m nothing but a twisted thread in a murderous plot concocted by my deluded uncle. It’s not about his magic. Not directly. Maybe he was always going to give it to me, but not unless I earned it. Even in death he’s making me pay.
I should have known from the beginning. My letter was preceded with a knife while everyone else’s was coated with sticky sweet candy and delicate gold font. Uncle needed someone raised on terror and hatred. Someone wicked.
“There’s always a price to be paid” he’d often tell me.
I was supposed to hide the knife, and I knew it was only a matter of time before its purpose was revealed. Uncle X always has a plan.
The game, every part of it, was a plan within a plan. The answers to the riddles, the clues at the parties, it was all a set of instructions meant for me.
I’m supposed to kill Mullory Prudence. That’s how this ends.
Why? Because her mother needs to be lured onto the estate to steal the shadow from.
When? Six tonight.
How? The knife.
Where? The garden clock, where the knife is already buried and ready to go.
That’s how I win. My destiny was never bright or speckled with success. My nightmare, the one my mother crafted for me, gleams at just that. I’m alone. Utterly alone, trapped in a prison built for one. I never stood a chance.




Foresight and Prophecy slurp down Mullory’s curl like Lady and the Tramp, meeting in the center like they’re sharing a piece of spaghetti. It might have been cute if they weren’t rats ingesting a strand of human hair.
Positively repulsive.
“Do they usually eat hair?” Whitaker asks, disgusted.
“I don’t feed them mine!” I pat my perfectly highlighted strands.
Whitaker circles the cage, cracking each knuckle, waiting for the rats to do something, but they seem more interested in digging their claws through the scattered wood chips.
“How long does it normally take?”
“I don’t know,” I whine.
Whitaker paces my room, heightening my paranoia, as if the absurd tattooed hourglasses on our arms aren’t enough.
“How will we know if it works?”
“Oh, they’ll let us know.” I groan. A splitting pain creeps between my eyebrows as my brain pulses against my skull.
“It has to be the same person. It just has to be. Whoever killed Uncle Xavier is going to kill Mullory tonight,” Whitaker says, trying to convince me, and more importantly himself.
“Maybe.”
Whitaker scowls. I love my brother, but he’s not used to opposition. My family treats his suggestions as decrees.
“Most likely,” I amend. I leave out the part where there might be two murderers prowling the estate. You just never know in this family.
“How much longer?” Whitaker questions Foresight and Prophecy.
No surprise when they don’t answer.
“I can’t just wait around!” Whitaker throws his arms in the air. “I’m going to find Mullory.”
I refrain from releasing the snarky comment burning on the tip of my tongue. “But if we wait, we can catch the killer and stick to the original plan.”
“And what if the rats don’t feel like sharing today?”
“They will. They just need time,” I plead.
Whitaker shakes his head, unconvinced.
“You don’t know what’s going to happen,” I say, trying to get Whitaker to seek reason. But he’s in an especially Whitaker mood, insisting on saving Mullory.
“A knife. There was always a knife in my dreams,” he calls, while leaving in a hurry. “And someone stole a knife from Lyric, it can’t be a coincidence.”
I’m about to ask how he could possibly know that, but Whitaker is gone before I get the chance. I last three minutes alone in my room before the quiet and thoughts of knives and murder unnerve me. Maybe a walk will help. I grab a cappuccino from the kitchen and sip it on the way to the solarium.
Burnt, bitter coffee coats my lips as I stride over sun patches on the floor. One lone balloon wavers above the tank, one final party.
I run through the clues and echoes in my head. I’d been so sure Lord Thorn was involved, and maybe he still is. I’m not entirely certain my mother wasn’t the one who inspired the idea with one of her twisted dream teas, but what proof do I have besides my own deep-rooted resentment? Or the echo of her with Cecilia. But why show us that? What does it mean?
As if summoned by my thoughts, my mother pops into view.
“Ellison,” she says, emotionless. Saffron Stoutmire is a fortress. It would take more than a game of murder to ruffle her perfectly trimmed feathers.
“What do you want?”
“Not exactly a warm response for your mother, now, is it?”
I sip the rest of my cappuccino, ignoring her. I’m not in the mood for her games.
“Ellison,” she chides again. “When this foolish game is done, you need to spend more time with me. My magic needs to become better acquainted with you.”
The coffee sloshes around my empty stomach. The thought of my mother’s magic getting anywhere near me makes me nauseous. My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth, and I push up my sweater sleeves as I suddenly feel flushed.
“You’ll be eighteen soon enough. Spending time with me will help ease the transition.”
I stiffen, giving the slightest nod of my head. My only saving grace is that dream magic usually transfers through different mediums. My grandmother didn’t brew teas; she spun threads into tapestries that could extract or plant dreams. I’ll take anything but tea. I can’t stand the sight, smell, or taste of it.
“Ellison?” my mother says, taking a step closer. “Do you understand?” She raises a hand to brush a strand of my hair aside.
I flinch, recoiling from her touch, but I don’t break eye contact. I want her to look at me. To understand what she did to me.
“I understand perfectly,” I say, strutting out toward the gardens, but not before calling over my shoulder, “One to die, one to dig, and one to let lie.”
This seems to do the impossible—render my mother speechless.
The flowers growing up the base of the garden clock are a striking shade of magenta, and the butterflies beneath the glass flutter between lighter shades of pink. It all ends here, today.
My thoughts are interrupted by the whirs of a blue jay hopping along a branch. It settles atop a nest and pecks at the soft bits lining the inside—a flash of color catches my eye. I approach the bird, cautiously, with my hands in surrender. I just want to look.
I rise swiftly to the tips of my toes and peer inside. Seven eggs the color of marmalade are arranged in a line—each marked with our names. The twigs lining the nest are curved into a word: Winner?
Is this a trick? I understand what the nest wants me to do—to pick the egg with the winning name. But the truth is, I’ve been playing this game for Lyric. Whitaker and I both have. Lyric’s just too stubborn and proud to accept our help.
I curl my fingers around the delicate shell marked with Lyric’s name. It’s as smooth and cool as a polished stone. The blue jay nips at my wrist with its beak.
The petite egg sits in my palm, Lyric’s name glittering in the afternoon sun. I jiggle my hand, wobbling the egg from side to side before pinching it between my fingers. The shell cracks, spilling bright orange goo that drips on my fingers before rearranging itself into a stark white envelope. I break open the seal and toss the envelope, which catches in the wind and flies back to the nest. The blue jay squawks in approval.
My fingers quickly unfold the letter, releasing scents of blueberry jam. A line of script in golden cursive appears.
Pay attention.


I read the message three times over. Pay attention to what? The air before me wobbles and ripples like a mirage, before an echo unfurls. Instantly, I recognize the smoking room—the same day from the echo right before my uncle died. He’s wearing that ridiculous suit with the octopus around his neck.
This echo is further along according to the time on the clock.
Mateo is seated beside him, turning a knife with a bone-white handle in his lap.
Whitaker’s voice sounds in my head. “A knife. There’s always a knife in my dreams.”
When it comes to Uncle Xavier, there’s no such thing as coincidences. I watch the echo, completely consumed.
“That knife will be important in the end,” Uncle says cryptically before picking it up and running the blade along his palm. Oddly it doesn’t make a cut.
“Important how?” asks Mateo.
“When it’s time to know, you will. It will end the way it began.”
Mateo mimics me, rolling his eyes. Uncle only answered questions with riddles.
Uncle Xavier places the knife in a wooden box. “Hold tight to my magic until the end, and not a word of this to anyone.”
Mateo nods and grips Uncle’s hand in a tight shake before he leaves. The echo fades with Uncle Xavier alone in the smoking room right before he dies.
That’s it? How infuriating!
What am I missing? Was anyone else in the room? Pay attention to what?
I’m pulling the ends of my sweater in nervous tugs as I hurry back to my bedroom, where I’m met with furious screeching.
I may not have figured it out, but I think the rats just did.




I’m jittery with adrenaline, skittering through hallways, searching. I’ve spent most of the morning and afternoon looking for Cecilia, only stopping to grab a muffin from the kitchen.
Room after room is an explosion of color, velvet, silk, and the strange. I don’t think of Lyric. At least I try not to. The sand spilling down my arm keeps me on pace. I pause before a door I hadn’t noticed before. Please be here, I think as I step inside, clutching the key.
The room is circular and wrapped in thick paper printed with black flowers. The window trim is gold and lustrous and cushions the color of milky tea are scattered about the floor. Cecilia Humes is tucked on the windowsill, her black dress spills lace and ribbon on the floor. She’s stroking the rubbery skin of a hairless cat nestled in her lap.
Cecilia’s eyes—dark and outlined with a golden halo—lock onto mine. Expectantly. She sighs and beckons me over, stretching her neck forward and exposing the lock beneath her chin. My fingers are clumsy as I wedge the key into place, turning to release the lock. It opens, disrupting the links of the necklace, which falls to the floor in pieces. Cecilia sighs, the release of a breath held for over a week.
I take a step back. Being close to her unsettles me. Can she see my future? How I die? Cecilia lets out a little laugh. Can she read my thoughts?
But the first words to leave her lips are “Thank you, child.” Her voice is coarse and grainy, it rubs against my skin. Make them count.
“Aren’t you going to ask me something?” questions Cecilia.
Of course. I’ve unlocked the right to answers. But I’ve read enough fairy tales to understand that there must be a limit. I preface with “This isn’t my first question.” And then say: “Do I get multiple questions?” I’ve seen too many heroes blow their first questions on a stupid one like that.
Cecilia’s lips pull into a thin smile. “You get as many as I’m willing to entertain, within reason.”
I nod as my head fills with a thousand different things, each clamoring over one another and screaming to be released. I know I should focus on the game. On who killed Xavier Stoutmire. But something else is welling up inside me, replacing my insides with hot air, and I need to know.
I look Cecilia in the eye. “Is my mom dead?”
Her face softens, exposing aged lines and creases. “No.”
My body slumps in relief.
“Not technically.”
“What does that mean?” I ask, not caring that I might be wasting questions.
Cecilia strokes the soft spot between the cat’s ears. It makes a noise like gurgling water. “I think you know the answer to that question, too. Why don’t you ask me something you don’t already know?” Her tone isn’t condescending or rude. It’s just matter-of-fact.
But I have no idea how my mom could be “not technically” dead. It makes no sense. Literally no sense at all.
“Think, Mullory. What have you recently learned can exist between the living and the dead?”
I snap my head back up at her. “My mom has the shadow?”
“That took you long enough,” Cecilia says. “Perhaps now a question that pertains to the game.”
“But she would never kill anyone,” I blurt out. Lyric and I had been sure that the murderer had taken the shadow.
Cecilia clicks her teeth together. “No one said she did.”
“Oh.” A hazy feeling circles around the edges of my mind. Did we get this game all wrong? I can’t help the doubt taking hold of me. “Has my mom had the shadow for long?”
Cecilia sighs like this conversation is tedious. “You’ve seen it before.”
“No. I’ve never…”
Cecilia plucks the chain necklace from the floor and runs the padlock between her fingers, urging me to understand. And then it hits me, a memory long forgotten.
I was young, young enough to be napping on my mom’s lap. I thought I could feel her heartbeat, but when I woke, I realized it was the faint pulse of the amber stone suspended around her neck. Ticking ever so softly. I reached out a sticky hand.
“Don’t touch that!” my mom warned, eyes full of alarm. She almost never got upset.
“The necklace,” I say slowly.
“Yes, the necklace.”
And then another piece falls into place—the portrait in the gallery, the one of the woman. It looked familiar because I’d seen the necklace before.
“Any other questions?” Cecilia slides a fingernail down the backside of the cat.
I shake my head, trying to focus. “Why did Xavier Stoutmire go through all this trouble with the game? Why not just gift his magic to Lyric?”
Something glitters across Cecilia’s dark eyes, and she sighs as if lost in a memory from a different time. “To protect him.”
A lot of good it did him, considering he almost died of poison in that cell. I swallow my grunt at her vague answer. My next question vibrates off my tongue. “Why me? Why invite me here?”
“Now that is an excellent question. But I’m afraid the answer is the same as the last.”
My eyebrows pinch together. “To protect him?”
“Yes,” she says, sliding her tongue over her lips.
“I don’t understand how I’m protecting him.”
“It’s not for you to understand, child.”
Her riddled answers are irritating me, so I skip to the most obvious one next. “Who killed Xavier Stoutmire?”
Cecilia flashes her teeth at me. “I can’t answer that, but I applaud your tenacity.”
I fight the urge to roll my eyes, afraid Cecilia might curse me if I do. “What if I say the person I think did it?”
Cecilia shakes her mass of wild hair. “I’m not allowed to say who is responsible.”
I groan. “This isn’t helpful and—”
Cecilia clears her throat. “I can’t directly answer your questions. But there are roundabout ways and you’re a smart girl.”
I pause for a moment, rethinking my strategy. I’ve pored through every moment at Stoutmire Estate and found one common denominator every time something went awry. One name. But first I need to clear something up. “Saffron Stoutmire is hiding something, isn’t she?”
Cecilia licks her lips. “Yes, but not what you think. Her greatest deception is her relationship with her children, not meddling with matters of death.”
I sigh with relief, finally some answers, which leads to my next suspicion. “Xavier Stoutmire was murdered at six o’clock after he left the smoking room, is that correct?”
Cecilia considers my question. “He was last seen alive in the smoking room.”
I brush past her insistence to speak in riddles. “And he wasn’t alone?”
“This was not a suicide, so yes, you are correct,” Cecilia answers as her cat burrows into the crook of her arm.
I curl my fingers into my palms, bracing myself for the next question. I’ve given a lot of thought to the echoes—the precise snippets of time that were released. Minutes chosen carefully to relay a story. And I can’t help but think, what if the perspective of the echo matters? What if the echo changed orientation and captured a scene so that a person was made to look like they left a room? But what if they never really did?
“After Mateo left”—I pause, anticipation building—“was Edwin still in the room with Xavier?”
Cecilia’s eyes spark with light. “That, child, is the right question.”
I nod as the pieces of the puzzle fit into place. We only assumed that Edwin had left the room because he disappeared from the echo. Mateo would have been aware, but he was never really playing this game.
The clacking of a chain startles me as Cecilia secures it back around her neck. “You have everything you need, I suppose,” she says lazily while staring at a tattoo of a clock on her wrist. “It’s almost time for me to draw a bath. Best of luck, Mullory Prudence.”




I’ve grown to dread these letters.
Xavier Stoutmire might be dead, but he’s still in control.
One last letter—the sight of it causes my stomach to clench, and I want nothing more than to ignore it, but I can’t ignore the pang in my side, the strain of magic tethered in place by me. For now.
Xavier’s magic is too powerful; I can’t believe it didn’t kill him. Holding on without a named heir, what a madman. It’s like trying to keep a lion in a paper cage—all it takes is the swipe of a single claw to tear the thing to shreds.
“It will end as it began.” Now, staring blankly at the letter, it all makes sense. This entire game started with a death; it seems only right that’s how it ends.
I crumple the letter, fighting the urge to scream. Everything is set in motion; the knife is buried and ready to go—I just need to make sure he picks it up. It’s nearly time.
I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her safe. That’s the promise I made, and I won’t dare break a promise. No matter the cost.




I pull the laces of my boots tight, squeezing until my ankles throb. A little pain is good. I’ve been pacing my room for long enough, hiding. The echo couldn’t have been any clearer—kill Mullory to claim Uncle Xavier’s estate and his magic.
My magic.
It’s not like Uncle X left me much of a choice. Asshole.
More importantly, kill Mullory to lure her mother onto the estate and steal the shadow.
If I don’t do it, I’m certain he’ll find another way to kill Mullory and trick her mother into coming. Hell, this entire game was designed to do just that. Uncle’s been planning with Cecilia for a while, every detail thought out with a mastermind’s precision.
I should have known—I should have known when the knife appeared that I’d have to use it. Uncle didn’t send it for me to butter croissants.
It’s not fair. But then again nothing in my life ever has been. I kick the base of my desk, slamming it against the wall. There must be another way. Maybe I can plead my case to Cousin Cecilia? She might be persuaded. I have to at least try, and if she says no then I just need to do what has to be done.
Kill Mullory. There’s a tightness in my chest and my stomach drops at the thought as I leave the cover of my room.
I sidestep between staff carting cakes and filling balloons. “Where’s Cecilia?”
There are only shrugs and shakes of heads. I can’t help but nervously check my arm. The game ends at six and I can feel the energy of the estate building toward the final party.
“Uncle Zolan?” I call through a plume of smoke, desperate enough to speak to him. “Have you seen Cecilia?”
“Ah, Lyric. I’d forgotten you were still here.”
It takes every ounce of energy not to punch him straight in the face. “Still here,” I grunt.
“Very well. Cecilia’s in the greenhouse,” he says with a languid puff.
My heart plummets to my feet—that’s the last place I want to go, but I don’t have a choice. I sprint back to the place where my father tried to kill me. Great family memories.
The room is damp, moisture beads along the plants, and heat creeps along the back of my neck as sweat collects on my temples. Someone went through the trouble to clean up the floor. I suppress a shudder and look around. I’m about to give up when a swatch of black peeps up from the stone tub. Please, no.
I peek over the rim, fighting every instinct to run. My skin is instantly clammy and a scream catches in my throat. Cecilia is laid out in the tub, arms crossed…. Is she dead?
Her eyes shoot open, wide and bottomless. I stumble backward as she props herself up. The golden lock glimmers around her neck, caught between tresses of her wild hair.
“Cecilia?” I ask. What is she doing here?
She taps the lock around her neck, and it dissolves into dust. How? I thought Uncle was forcing her to wear it. What’s going on?
She eases herself up, gathering her skirts and clutching her knees in the tub. “You came very close,” she finally says.
I gulp. I don’t have to ask what she’s referring to. I almost died.
“Is there another way?” I force the question out without bothering to explain more because I suspect she already knows.
Cecilia slides back into the tub until she’s lying down again. “Three hundred forty-seven,” she finally whispers.
“What?”
“The number of cards I read. For you and your uncle. Always death. Inescapable. But—” She pauses and rolls her ring-clad fingers through the air. “Death can be bargained with. Death will accept a substitution.”
I’m in no mood for obscure riddles. “Can you please just tell me if there’s another way to end this?”
“I just did. This is the only way, Lyric.” She groans with exhaustion. “You were supposed to figure it out by now. Must we make this any clearer for you?”
“I played his stupid game.” I can’t mask the desperation in my voice, it’s as if I’m coming undone. “I figured out Uncle’s grand plan.”
Cecilia catches a beetle scurrying along the side of the tub, piercing its shell with her fingernail. “He expects you to understand. Beneath all the smoke and mirrors of the game lies a purpose.”
I’m done with this. Just done. I’m halfway out of the greenhouse when Cecilia calls my name.
“Lyric. Your uncle wanted me to give you a final message, a reminder.”
I pause, lingering by the door.
“He said to remember that you’re better off alone.”
Cecilia’s message rings in my ears as I slouch against the greenhouse door, sliding until my butt hits the cool ground. According to Uncle, Esther Merrybright should be lured in by her daughter’s death, eager to save Mullory with the shadow. Just like the snakebites I read about in Uncle’s book.
Uncle.
I don’t want to think of him, but I can’t help it. In a way he raised me.
“Focus is critical, Lyric. Life is full of people who want to destroy your focus and manipulate you. You must never give them the chance.”
I was seven and Uncle X had pulled me from bed before sunrise and forced me to follow him outside. He didn’t even let me change from my pj’s.
I fought to swallow a yawn.
“Focus,” he ordered, and a circle of fire erupted around my boots. The flames grew larger, licking the tip of my nose. Tears ran down my cheeks and something else ran down my leg.
“Stop!” I cried.
The flames died down leaving nothing but a ring of ash.
“Focus will keep you alive, Lyric,” he said, and motioned for me to follow him.
But I didn’t want to follow him. “I hate it here!” I screamed as Uncle drifted into the morning fog.
“I figured as much.”
“And I hate you.” It was the most eloquent retort my seven-year-old self could muster. “No one likes you. You don’t have any visitors or any friends,” I said, releasing some of my built-up hatred.
Uncle stood over me in an unnatural second. He seemed to have grown several feet and loomed over me in a coat of golden threads. “I used to have a friend.”
“You?” I asked between hiccups. “What happened?”
Uncle’s features softened and then constricted. “Isn’t it obvious? I lost focus.”
“And you’d rather be alone?”
“Alone is all I know. You’ll understand one day.”
Maybe he knew then.
I shuffle across the gravel, stuffing my hands into my pockets while mulling over Cecilia’s words. “He expects you to understand.” Fat chance at that.
There’s something bugging me about what Cecilia said: “Beneath all the smoke and mirrors”—an odd phrase that takes me back to the very first echo, where Uncle X mentioned something similar about smoke. If I’ve learned anything growing up here, it’s that there are no coincidences.
“The person responsible is here.” Of course. A different thought has me racing down the estate back to the smoking room.
I know Stoutmire Estate—every sound, every creak, every hidden door. And the noise Mullory and I heard in the gallery and then in the smoking room—it was definitely footsteps and I know there’s a labyrinth of rooms tucked beneath the estate. Why didn’t I investigate? Why didn’t I do what my uncle raised me to do? I blame Mullory for distracting me.
My fingers shake as I slide a decanter and secure a pair of dice in a slot, opening a latch to a door hidden in the floor, a more direct route than stepping through the fireplace. A tight staircase leads to the underground rooms. My breath quickens and I feel the pulse of darkness tighten in my core. The lights are on, papers scattered…. Someone’s been here…. Someone’s still here.
Eyes meet mine. Just not who I was expecting.




Why?
Why will neither of my self-absorbed, unreliable brothers answer their phones?
Unbelievable!
I’d almost given up, resigned to the fact that this game was a pointless exercise meant to embarrass the family. But the rats—the disgusting, vile, glorious rats—they uncovered something. When I got back from the solarium, Foresight and Prophecy were sprinting in their cage, tails whipping, practically howling.
“What is it?” I’d asked.
Prophecy was standing on his hind legs swaying with nervous excitement and Foresight dug his sharp claws against the side of the cage.
It took me a minute to see it, a word clawed onto the side of the plastic water dispenser. The last droplets of water were seeping out of the holes torn in the side, wetting the cage.
A name.
The name of the person who was planning to murder Mullory.
“The person responsible is here.”
Edwin.
Am I surprised? Never. I was raised on nightmares. Surprises can suck it.
But why would Edwin murder Uncle Xavier? Jealousy? Resentment? Was he forced? Does it even matter?
And where for the love of murder are my brothers? I’ve been shooting daggers at my phone, waiting for a reply to my seventeen urgent texts and calls. But nothing. Silence. I huff, accepting the fact that I need to go search for them, even though there isn’t much time. The hourglass on my arm is running low.
Foresight and Prophecy begin to squeal again before I get to my door. The rats are on their hind legs, locked in battle. Why are they fighting?
“What is it?”
Hearing my voice, Foresight becomes panicked, running in a circle, chasing his tail, before slamming into the walls of the cage.
“What?”
Foresight freezes, then dashes to the mutilated water dispenser with determination, but Prophecy intervenes, blocking his path. Foresight bares his teeth and hisses at Prophecy, pushing him to the side while furiously crossing out Edwin’s name.
Oh, come on.
Well, which is it? Did Edwin murder my uncle or not? Is he going to kill Mullory?
Neither rat answers until Prophecy slinks back to the water dispenser, tipping his head as if to say he stands by his word, that he still thinks it’s Edwin.
It’s all I have. One rat’s opinion will have to do at this point. I check my phone again, but it’s pointless because neither brother has responded. Must I do everything?
“You better be right,” I yell to Prophecy before slamming my door. I need to find Whitaker and Lyric and get to the garden clock before the game times out. I’m halfway to the staircase when I skid on my heels to prevent myself from toppling over a stack of suitcases. What’s going on?
Quinby and Martin emerge from their rooms, coats on and computer satchels slung over their shoulders.
“Where are you two going?”
Quinby grimaces, clutching several books to her chest. “Oh. Hi, Ellison. Martin and I are going home,” she says casually.
I’m taken aback, confused. Did she just say home? “Home? Why? The game hasn’t ended yet.”
“That’s why we’re leaving,” Martin declares.
Quinby shoots him a glance.
My mouth is gaping open, perplexed.
Quinby glances at her wristwatch and sighs. “We were waiting to find Whitaker to relay the message, but we’re cutting it close as it is.”
“Cutting what close? What’s going on?”
“Why don’t we just tell her?” Martin urges Quinby.
Quinby huffs. “Fine. You and your brother should really learn to read the fine print,” she says scoldingly.
“What are you talking about?”
Quinby shakes her sleek, dark ponytail with disappointment. “The binding seal, there was a line of code etched above it, the missing part to the will. How could you two miss that?”
How could we miss that? Like we had nothing better to do. Like the game wasn’t torturing us. Or trying to kill Lyric. But I bite my tongue. “It must have slipped by,” I say.
Quinby nods like a displeased schoolteacher. “Well, Martin and I finally cracked the code. It was a cipher. Honestly, I’m embarrassed it took us this long—”
“And?” I interrupt, wanting to get my cousin to her point.
“It was the last lines of the will, the necessary terms for the game to truly end and the inheritance to be claimed.”
“What did it say?”
“It’s conditional upon a death.”
Oh my God. “Obviously. Uncle needed to die for this whole thing to work.” I snort.
Quinby doesn’t flinch. “The death in question must have occurred this week by today. Clearly it can’t be our uncle, because he’s already dead,” she says, emphasizing each word as if I’m hard of hearing.
I settle back onto the heels of my boots. Death, as in murder, as in Mullory. It will end as it began. It was there all along. I don’t allow my facial expression to expose me, because I need my cousins to believe my pretend shock. Them leaving is a gift. An elimination of the competitors by default. All I need to do is get Lyric to the garden clock.
“Thanks,” I say solemnly, trying not to fidget as they push the wheels of their suitcases toward the stairs and into the arms of waiting staff.
“See you at Thanksgiving,” Quinby says over her shoulder. “Maybe.”
“I hope you don’t die!” Martin waves.
I count to fifteen, allowing them time to leave, and then I double back, taking a circuitous route to the main floor.
I’m bursting with energy, and I almost scream when I catch sight of Whitaker in the library with Uncle Zolan.
As soon as he sees my face, he hurries over.
“Ellison, you’re—”
“No time for the dead,” I interrupt briskly.
Uncle Zolan begins to protest, but I don’t let him.
Whitaker hurries to match my pace.
I don’t stop until we’re far from the earshot of Uncle Zolan. I try to catch my breath.
“What is it?” Whitaker asks.
“Edwin,” I croak. “It’s Edwin.”




Did I solve the Mystery Royale?
And if so, why haven’t I made a mad dash to the garden clock? Why have I just been sitting around? Cecilia basically confirmed my suspicion—Edwin murdered Xavier Stoutmire. So why haven’t I left this room? Cecilia was insistent on leaving, muttering something about a bath, and she left in a hurry, placing the cat on the windowsill. As soon as she was gone, the cat curled into a ball and its wrinkly skin adopted the same pattern as the wallpaper, blending in seamlessly. A fragment of the strange.
I’ve been frozen in place just like the cat, perched on one of the cushions, staring aimlessly at the intricate black-and-white lotus wallpaper. My eyes have glazed over, and I have to blink to break my mental stupor. What am I doing?
Is it because of Lyric? I swallow hard to dislodge the lump stuck in my throat. I don’t owe him a thing. He made it perfectly clear during the hornet attack that we finish this on our own. But still…I thought…I hoped we would finish together. Because the truth—the dark, ugly truth that I bury beneath books and math—is that I don’t want to feel so alone.
If I win this game, I’ll inherit the magic Lyric fought for his entire life, and I know better than anyone what it’s like to need something so deeply and so fervently that you can’t peel it away from yourself. Because at some point, it becomes a part of you, like an organ you need to survive.
I fiddle with the key between my fingers—something just doesn’t feel right. Why at the very end was I given this key? Everything up until this point has been coded with riddles and dangerous illusions and then suddenly, I’m just gifted the answers. Gran taught me better. “If it’s too easy, something ain’t right.”
I force my legs to stand, and I tap the face of my mom’s wristwatch out of habit. Most of the sand has fallen down my arm to the base of the tattoo hourglass. I’m almost out of time.
Deep in my thoughts I move through the estate, until I’m winding down the stairs to the grand foyer. Edwin brought me here the first day, but not without advice. “Don’t believe everything you see.”
I can’t help but dwell on his words as I circle around the outstretched bones protruding like branches from the vertebral trunk of the Stoutmire family tree. The lower half of the tree is a web of blackened bones, long-deceased relatives. And yet…
I trace the name Xavier Stoutmire that is carved on the ivory-colored bone. Edwin had warned me not to believe everything I saw, and in doing so revealed the truth to me long before I even started the game. I’ve been ignoring the truth, unable to see through the deception shrouding the estate.
Edwin specifically told me he didn’t have any magic of his own, but his eyes were a piercing blue the first day I meet him. I didn’t give it much thought at the time, I was too consumed with all the distractions on the estate. Another memory rises to the forefront, something Lyric said. “Uncle used to pretend to be a child, my only friend.” In the moment I was too shaken to even look for a hidden meaning. And the coughing, the sickly state Edwin has been in…Tulia’s voice repeats in my head. “It builds with a terrible pressure and makes you sick.”
Once I consider the improbable, the flood gates open. Edwin wouldn’t enter Xavier’s room when he escorted Lyric and me there and Tulia said when she saw the body, Xavier’s bedroom wasn’t responsive. It didn’t recognize Xavier Stoutmire, because oh my gosh. Another illusion. “The person responsible is here.” And has been all along.
I have no time to waste, and I sprint through the solarium and head into the gardens. The garden clock is taller than the manicured shrubbery surrounding it—I catch sight of the yellow daisies blooming around the clockface.
But I’m not alone.
Mateo is leaning against the base of the clock, arms crossed, expectantly. There’s dirt smeared across his elbows, a freshly dug hole beside him. Did he figure it out, too? He’s clutching something close to his chest—a knife with a smooth bone handle. His eyebrows pinch together as I approach, and he quickly stashes the blade behind his back.
“Ready to make your guess,” he says flatly. His shoulders are slumped, worry is written all over his face.
“What are you waiting for?” I ask him, surprised.
He just shakes his head. “I told you to leave.”
“But I’ve figured it out.”
Mateo freezes in place and blinks slowly. “You figured out who killed Xavier Stoutmire?” He waits for my confirmation.
I shake my head. “That’s just it, no one—”
Before I can finish my sentence, Mateo has closed the distance between us and grabs my wrist; his eyes glare into mine. “Mullory, you should run.”
His words are so threatening, and his stare so intense I feel my knees buckle. Something primitive inside me agrees, igniting my survival instincts to get the hell off the estate. But there’s something else. Something defiant that sparks in agitation. Maybe I’m tired of doing what everyone expects of me. Maybe just for once I have the right to be selfish.
I don’t hesitate, turning and throwing my body forward, letting gravity and momentum do the rest. I stumble onto my knees, headbutting a clump of flowers, but rules are rules and I’m beneath the garden clock just like Edwin instructed. “I’d like to solve the Mystery Royale,” I scream as Mateo lunges toward me. “The person who murdered Xavier Stoutmire does not exist, because he’s still alive,” I shout in one breath, bracing myself for an impact that doesn’t come.
Mateo halts, raking his hands frantically through his hair. “What have you done?”
“Won, I hope,” I say while brushing off my pants.
“It’s not over,” Mateo grunts.
“Why is nothing happening?” I ask, watching the garden clock, expecting it to rain fireworks or explode into ladybugs. But nothing. And Mateo is as still as a statue, clutching the knife to his chest.
A wave of panic washes over me. Something isn’t right. It’s not over. Mateo’s fingers are curled so tightly around the knife they’ve turned white. And then it hits me. The bats. The sabotaged rope. The poisoned tea. Zolan’s relentless reminders that death becomes me. My mother. My mind whirls, grasping at fragments to make sense.
A quick glance at the clock tells me it’s 5:40, dangerously close to the end. Why? When? Where? I eye the knife, fear and understanding churn in my gut, staring at the answer to the how. With a knife.
And I realize something in the heat of my panic. This game is a mystery and there is murder, it just hasn’t happened yet.
Only one thing is perfectly clear—I need to get that knife.




What an absolute shit way to end things.
After I uncovered who was hiding beneath the smoking room, there was nothing left to do but wait. I circled back to the greenhouse and slouched against the outer wall, digging my boots into the mud. Why wait in the place I was almost killed? Probably because I’m a cynical ass.
I did it. Solved Uncle’s Mystery Royale. All that remains is one small task: Kill Mullory Prudence. If I don’t, I won’t be able to claim Uncle’s inheritance, most importantly his magic. If I don’t do it, I’m dead. And there’s that little detail. I need to lure Mullory’s mother here and steal the shadow.
I’ve been preparing for this my entire life—the part of the villain. Whitaker was always better suited to play the hero. We all have our roles, as Uncle loved to remind me. “Heroes are remembered because they die too often,” he scoffed. “Who cares if I have a poem in my honor, I’d rather live.” Pick up the knife, do it, and don’t look back.
I’ve experienced what it’s like to be almost killed by someone who should care for you. But I don’t care for Mullory. I barely know her. She’s just a girl. Ordinary and replaceable. Try as I may, that lie won’t stick—I’m good at lying to others, but not to myself.
Cecilia’s last words ring in my ears. “I have a message from your uncle. You’re better off alone.” And I probably am. Thinking back through the game, I understand this is the way Uncle plotted it from the beginning—no one outsmarts Xavier Stoutmire. Not in life. Not in death. Not ever.
I check my phone again, foolishly wishing time to slow. It’s 5:45. I have several texts from my sister telling me to meet her and Whitaker at the garden clock. My heart sinks at the thought of them being there. Please don’t be there to watch. I never used to care what my family thought of me—I was always too busy resenting them. But Ellison clawed through the dirt to save me, and as much as it pains me to admit, Whitaker tried to make things right between us. If they see me kill Mullory, well, I don’t think there’s any coming back from it.
My feet feel like they’re made of lead as I circle around the estate, dragging my exhausted body. I know what and who will be waiting for me, and it feels like everything Uncle put me through—every twisted test and grueling lesson—was for this moment. Even the estate thrives off the anticipation as dark storm clouds roll in with unnatural speed, obscuring the sky. Uncle has been grooming me for murder. I can hear him even now. “Focus, Lyric. Pick up the knife and end it.”
I’m nearly there when I run into Blade, the half brother I never wanted. He glances at me, a puzzled expression on his face, and I can’t help but wonder if deep down he knew it was me that compelled that girl to hurt herself. Your brother, a warning. His letter from Uncle probably instructed him to meet me at the garden clock the first night here—he was the warning, the brother I was supposed to ask all along.
“What did my uncle’s letter say?” I ask plainly. I’m too tired of all the games to do anything else.
Blade’s eyes narrow, assessing me, and I make a motion to push past him—I’m in no mood to beg, but he relents. “Wait.”
I turn on my heels expectantly.
“He wanted me to tell you: Kill or be killed.”
A sharp little laugh bubbles up my throat. “Great, thanks.”
Blade grabs my jacket sleeve, holding me back. “Why did you ask about the knife?”
I push the pads of my thumbs into my forehead; I don’t have the energy to explain the murder to him. “No reason.”
Blade releases me, settling back. “You can’t use it anyway; the set belongs to my family, and it won’t cut unless one of us is touching it.”
“Well, life is full of surprises,” I say sharply, and stomp right past him. It’s time, I don’t have a choice. The game must end.
When I round the corner and spot the garden clock, I’m confused by the state of chaos beneath it. Mullory is there, as I expected. “A little gift,” I can hear my uncle say. And I can spot the knife in…Mateo’s hands? What’s he doing here?
Mullory lunges forward, latching her arms on to Mateo. What is she doing? Does she know I’m here to kill her?
But that’s just it…now that I’m here and I see her. Her. Mullory. I…can’t.
How could I ever…I can’t even finish the thought, and my sudden softening doesn’t come freely. I’m furious with myself at the same time. Lord Thorn’s magic thrashes like a wild beast inside of me, clawing, desperate to do whatever it takes to survive. I clench my teeth together, catching my cheek, and spit blood onto the grass. Every single bit of me wants the magic more than I desire to survive. But not more than her. I hate Mullory for what she’s done to me. I hate myself even more. Screw you, Uncle.
I rush forward with every intent of taking the knife and tossing it away. The game will end, and Uncle’s magic will…I don’t know what will happen to me or it, but I can’t kill Mullory. I intend to do just the opposite.
“Give me the knife,” I demand.
“Finally,” Mateo mumbles with a death grip around the handle.
Finally? Was he expecting me? “You’ll get what you want, but you won’t like the cost.”
“I want to help,” I groan, trying to wedge my way between them, but Mullory has her mind made up. I’m twisted between arms and elbows. “Let me help you.” The knife is angled toward me and Mullory, and I don’t want to hurt her in the process of taking it. Talk about a change of heart.




Focus.
Breathe.
My heart is beating frantically, wedging up into my throat, making both focus and breathing almost impossible.
Whitaker races ahead to the garden clock in case Lyric bothers to read the texts I sent him. I’ve stayed behind, searching the mansion to find him, in the more likely case that he hasn’t.
Typical Lyric! We’re so close to finally finishing this mystery and he won’t answer his phone. I weave past staff who are busy bustling up and down stairs, shuffling trays and balloons, preparing for the final party. I stick to the walls, careful not to touch any of them. I spot Edwin’s green jacket and cropped hair in the solarium.
“Edwin,” I call breathlessly.
His posture stiffens and he turns, hesitantly.
“Ellison,” he answers quickly. His voice is higher than normal, and his eyes are darting about the room. A surge of nervous energy swells between us.
“What are you doing? You…” I say slowly, working up the nerve to accuse him.
Edwin eyes me suspiciously and then frowns, squaring his shoulders. “It doesn’t matter if you figured it out, I’m afraid the game is over.”
Edwin did kill Uncle Xavier. I say a silent prayer, hoping Lyric made it to the garden clock, as my mouth hangs open.
“How did you know it was me?” he asks, genuinely intrigued, borderline impressed.
“My rats,” I answer, too dumbfounded to do what I should be doing, which is screaming for help.
Edwin gives a little chuckle like I just told him a joke. “Ah, I should have thought of that. But I’m afraid I’m late and I really must go. We’ll talk later,” he says while briskly exiting.
I lurch forward and rush after him. “Wait!” I yell.
Edwin hurries faster toward the garden.
“You can’t get away with this. You can’t!” I yell. I don’t know why I’m trying so desperately to stop him from murdering Mullory. She’s been nothing but consistently irritating and undeniably bland.
Edwin snaps around in a flash and throws his arms in the air.
Suddenly, a cage of twisted metal springs up from the grass, encasing me. I try to break free, but I’m trapped.
Just like my rats.
But how?
Edwin doesn’t have magic. And this magic…it smells of chocolate licorice and brownies. Familiar. Like Uncle’s.
I inhale a sharp breath.
Foresight wasn’t crossing out Edwin’s name, he was replacing it with an X. Xavier. Uncle Xavier has been masquerading around as Edwin.
A scream ripples through the air, sharp and agonizing.
Another follows.
I fumble around the cage, kicking and banging against the metal bars before my throat is raw from screaming and the illusion finally dissolves. I stumble forward on the grass, catching my footing and sprinting to catch up.
Panicked screams and thrashing limbs sound before I can even see the garden clock. It takes me a moment to sort out the confusion—Mullory, Lyric, and Mateo are locked in combat. Tumbling and grappling. I catch sight of a knife, the blade glimmers among the three of them.
This is it.
“Stop!” Whitaker yells before he dives headfirst into the brawl, locking his arms around Mullory’s waist. She resists, arching her back.
“Let go!” she screams.
Whitaker digs his heels into the dirt and pulls. I can see how determined he is to save her—the dead girl from his nightmares. Mullory bucks and rears against him like a spooked horse, but he holds firm.
I turn my eyes back to Lyric, who pauses, transfixed on Mullory, which gives Mateo an opening to reclaim possession of the knife. I glance up at the blooming clock.
5:55.
I take a few cautious steps toward them. We’re so close.
Mateo is holding the knife and waving it in front of Lyric.
“You have to!” Mateo grunts while turning the blade over so that the handle smacks Lyric in the chest.
“I won!” Lyric yells, stepping to the side. “I’m done with it. Done with all of it!”
Mateo tips his head toward Mullory. “She already won. Stole your magic out from under you.”
“No,” Lyric answers, shaking his head. “She wouldn’t.” But his voice betrays him, his eyes searching Mullory’s for confirmation. Her expression says it all. Traitor.
Mateo forces the hilt of the knife into Lyric’s palm, and he smacks it away. Another fight erupts.
“Lyric, stop it!” I yell as the tears fall because everything feels as though it might shatter to pieces. Everything.
Mateo elbows Lyric, knocking him to the ground. Lyric is quick to turn on his side and he wraps his arms around Mateo’s legs, bringing him to his knees. Mateo twists his torso and wrangles free, gripping Lyric’s hand and forcing it around the knife. But Lyric breaks the hold, scampering backward and springing up and away from the knife.
“You know what you have to do,” Mateo screams as he staggers to stand.
What is he talking about? “Lyric!” I yell more urgently.
Mateo grunts, waving the knife. “This needs to end.”
“No. Not her,” Lyric yells, and rushes into Mateo, knocking them both to the ground again.
All is still. My eyes catch a glimpse of the clock.
5:59.
And then everything goes black.




“Are you still certain of my death?” I ask with calm resolve. I don’t fear death, only unpreparedness.
My cousin Cecilia nods. “As I’ve told you before, death is unavoidable,” she says coolly. A half-decayed bird squawks on her shoulder. She insists on keeping the most repulsive pets.
“So be it. What happens after matters more,” I say curtly and excuse myself. I find the squawking bird to be poor company, and besides, I now have several letters to write.
Cecilia calls to me. “You can’t outthink the murder. It will happen regardless.”
I pause, cursing the cards I’ve been dealt. Trading one murder for another because there’s always a price.
Cecilia sighs. “Just make it worthwhile. Retrieve the shadow.”
I flick my wrist in dismissal as if to say Obviously, before deciding to ask our favorite riddle, an old habit. “What does death fear most?”
Cecilia yawns, tiring of me. “It fears what it cannot claim.”
I amble away, actively trying not to think of the word as I hurry to my study. But it worms around my brain. Murder.
My own murder will be theatrical in nature—exquisitely crafted and perfectly executed. It must be believable if I’m to trick Esther Merrybright onto the estate.
I pinch the bridge of my nose. I’m tired, I have been for years. All for this game, devised with a mystery meant to undo a murder. To save Lyric.
The only price is another’s life. Mullory Prudence must die; she must take Lyric’s place. After all, there must be murder in this mystery.




Everything happens at once.
The last grain of sand trickles down my arm.
The flowers wrapping the garden clock burn a vibrant green.
The final balloon pops, sounding across the estate.
And amid all the chaos, Lyric finds me.
He doesn’t need to say a thing—betrayal burns in his eyes, he knows what I did.
For one perfect second I don’t see the knife lodged in the center of his chest.
I see it now. It’s all I can see.
Blood seeps along the edges, flowing like spilled ink across his sweater, so dark it looks black, stretching and expanding.
Whitaker’s hold on me loosens and I know he sees it, too—the knife buried in Lyric’s heart.
Lyric’s lips part as if he wants to say something, but he never forms the words.
I can’t hear the scream that leaves my lips, but I feel it reverberate through my chest, hollowing out my rib cage. Another follows, echoing inside of me.
Blood. So much blood. I fall to my knees trying to stop the flow with my bare hands. But I can’t.
It’s a river of red, sticky and thick, tainting the air with a coppery scent. It soaks the grass, my pants, my hands. I smear it up Lyric’s neck, frantic to feel a pulse that no longer exists.
I lift my head, searching for help. Mateo hovers nearby, squinting like he’s studying a book.
“I tried to warn you,” he says, dejected. “The contract I signed with Xavier was only complete when an heir was named and a death followed.” He tips his head toward Lyric. “I told you to leave. I didn’t have a choice, Mullory.”
His words slap me across the face. Try to warn me? My eyes flash over Lyric’s dead body. Was that supposed to be me? I don’t utter a word, but my tears say it all.
Mateo nods as if to confirm my suspicion. “I didn’t know it was supposed to end with your death, not until I got my final letter. I just knew the price of magic is always steep, it only takes and never gives. You wouldn’t leave and I…”
“You what?” I ask between sobs.
“I had to protect her.” Mateo’s voice is cracked raw. “I had to protect her,” he says again more quietly, dropping his head.
I know without asking that he means his sister.
I was supposed to die, and Lyric took my place. Dread as thick as mud fills up my insides, stifling any bit of warmth or hope. It hurts to breathe. To blink. To exist.
Light shimmers beneath Mateo’s shirt and the golden symbol vibrates as if woken from a deep slumber. The lines and symbols unravel like stitched threads, swirling in the air. Two of the symbols float above Lyric’s body, wrapping themselves around his wrists like manacles.
A scroll of paper unfurls from the flowers surrounding the garden clock. Through the blur of my tears, I catch sight of my name: Mullory Everly Prudence, winner and heir to the Stoutmire Estate.
A loud crack sounds and I fall protectively over Lyric’s body. Blue-and-green sparks erupt from the garden clock, shooting into the air and expanding into a colorful explosion. Fireworks, not a gunshot.
I slip my fingers over Lyric’s eyelids, closing them. His skin already feels waxy and wrong. I try to wipe the tears from my eyes, but my fingers are caked with blood that catches in my eyelashes.
A swirl of celebration suddenly fills the space, drawn out by the fireworks display. Balloons in jeweled colors and papier-mâché lanterns spring from boxes floating in the air. Chatter and anxious footsteps funnel out of the house.
I won’t dare let go of Lyric’s limp hand. Squeezing it tightly as if by some miracle he’ll squeeze back. Staff and family pour into the gardens and others follow. People. People. People. Huddled by the solarium doors, lured over by the promise of a party.
Edwin appears at Whitaker’s side in a flash. He shakes his blazer off and all of his edges appear to blur as he transforms into someone else entirely. A tuft of purple hair and a black suit speckled with twinkling stars that fall from his sleeves. He grips a cane made of an iridescent metal; tiny moons orbit the handle. Piercing blue eyes replace the green.
Xavier Stoutmire.
“Don’t believe everything you see,” he’d told me. He’d told me the first day I stepped onto the estate. His expression is unreadable, like a statue carved from marble. He gazes over Lyric’s body, a glimmer of pure panic and something else sparks before settling back into a stoic mask.
The real Edwin hurries over, his green eyes set like emeralds. “Sir,” he says with a small bow.
“Thank you, Edwin. I trust the suite beneath the smoking room was comfortable?”
“Extremely.”
Mateo interrupts, pushing the real Edwin aside and leveling up with Xavier. “I’m finished here.”
Xavier narrows his eyes, clearly displeased. “But the agreement wasn’t upheld. She was supposed to die,” Xavier growls, and the stars on his suit blaze like fiery comets.
Mateo lets out a sinister laugh. “That’s where you need to read the fine print. It said a death, not hers—”
“But the letter said—”
“The letter means nothing if it’s not spelled out in the contract. The mystery’s solved and there’s been a death by the knife, just as you requested. The contract’s complete. We’re finished here,” Mateo says, and turns, but not before crouching to my level. He places a hand on my shoulder. “Use the watch if you ever need to find me,” he whispers. “You’re going to need a friend in the future.” And then he shuffles away, leaving me speechless.
Xavier adjusts his suit, surveying the approaching party before calling out to them. “Well, it appears I’m not dead after all.”
Boisterous laughter sounds from the crowd.
“All of this was planned to ensure a proper heir was chosen. The person responsible is me, and I’ve been here all along.” Xavier flashes a smile. “Now I believe congratulations are in order,” he says in a voice that I’ve heard from memories trapped on the estate. It jingles with musical cadence, like champagne flutes clinking together.
Something fierce boils up from my core, fueled by the tangy scent of blood that coats my arms. Xavier Stoutmire meant to kill me.
The crowd of spectators rushes closer, their expressions morphing with varying shades of shock. I can only imagine what it must look like—Lyric dead and me hunched over and covered in his blood.
But no one screams or rushes to help, just looks of casual indifference as if spotting flattened roadkill—something sad, but not something you think about once you’ve driven past it.
“Why isn’t anyone helping?” I cry out with frustration.
Xavier taps his temple and then points a finger to the sky. “The lights are helping to calm the mood, an illusionary stupor. Not to fear, my dear heir, in time it will all be yours.” He grits the words through his teeth. “They will see Lyric’s death as nothing but a tragic accident.”
“An accident?” I scream.
“Precisely,” he replies with cold disregard.
The golden threads wrapping Lyric’s body spread, engulfing him in a cocoon of pulsing gossamer light before disappearing. The knife sinks into the ground, covered quickly by dirt and a blossoming flower.
The crowd sighs with relief. Most of the family thought of Lyric as a nuisance, someone who tainted the Stoutmire name. A disrupter in the proper order of magic. I want to scream at the top of my lungs. For Lyric. To tell them the truth…but the lights and the glistening lanterns and the calming breeze have all the guests bewitched.
Xavier addresses the crowd in a voice suited for a ringmaster, shining a rainbow of lights directly in my eyes. “The victor who solved a most elaborate mystery.” The crowd laughs at Xavier as if Lyric’s body was never even here. “My will is now enacted, and my magical properties will begin to transfer and become fully active following the eighteenth birthday of Mullory Everly Prudence.”
Applause follows and champagne bottles pop, fizzing foam into the grass that just moments before was soaked with Lyric’s blood.
I can’t breathe, and I can’t possibly be in the midst of a party, a celebration of all things. “Where’s Lyric?” I snarl at Xavier. I’m still sitting on the ground. “Where did his body go?” I say, much louder this time. My throat is raw from the effort.
“Gone. Everyone saw what happened and now he’s gone,” Xavier says, all emotion drained from his voice. He sounds like a robot, executing a programmed command. “Someone had to die, it was a murder mystery after all. Be grateful it wasn’t you.”
I want to scream, and unfurl my fists in his face, but a bat swoops before my eyes and lands on the crook of Xavier’s cane.
“That was you…” I croak. “Watching me the whole time, the bats…”
Xavier slams his cane into the ground, banishing the bat away. “Foolish girl! You still haven’t figured it out? Clever enough to beat me in a game that I concocted, but this escapes you? The bats aren’t mine. They’re your mother’s.”
His words unnerve me, sending another river of tears down my cheeks. “I want to go home,” I demand.
“Do whatever you want. The estate will be yours in the future.” Xavier waves a dismissive hand at me. I don’t know how to respond. Stiletto heels and polished boots circle closer, trapping me in a deranged party bubble.
Saffron Stoutmire cuts between me and Xavier, her eyes flashing with the fury of hell. “You were supposed to protect him.” The words seethe from between her lips. A whisper that could kill. “Everything I’ve done. All of it. For nothing!”
Xavier doesn’t answer, and it’s Lord Thorn who pulls Saffron away. “That sorted itself out nicely,” I hear him say as Cecilia appears. She cocks her head inquisitively, studying me. “He chose you,” she says with surprise, running her tongue over her small, pointed teeth before giving me an unnatural smile. “I didn’t see that coming. I watched him die a dozen deaths, each one we tried to reroute to you. Poisoned. Drowned. Stabbed.” Cecilia giggles like a schoolgirl. “I love when I don’t know what will happen. Such a treat,” she says as if I should be pleased with the fact that Lyric cared for me. That it was an anomaly not previously foreseen as a possibility. I’m about to stagger away when Cecilia calls out.
“Don’t wait too long to use it, Mullory Prudence,” she cautions. But before I can even ask what she means, she disappears into the crowd.
Ellison Stoutmire finds me next. A layer of sweat has crested her brow, and her mouth is twisted into a snarl. “I. Will. Never. Forget. This.” She fights through the calming illusion with pure rage, each word a battle.
I don’t have the words to answer her, and I don’t have to, because an icy hand grips my shoulders, fixing me in place. I couldn’t move even if I tried. Lord Thorn forces me to turn and face him. “Congratulations. We’ll be in touch.” He says the last sentence as if it were a threat, which it probably is.
Whitaker Stoutmire stumbles into me, his eyes glazed and unfocused. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. His face is twisted with guilt. “I thought I was supposed to save you…but…” He rakes a hand through his blond hair. “But maybe I got it all wrong and you were supposed to die. Maybe I meddled with the future and now Lyric…” Whitaker gulps, ashamed. “I thought he was going to kill you, but…” Whitaker’s moist eyes find me, and his expression hardens. “But you killed him.”
The accusation is a straight shot to my heart, shredding me to pieces. I’m dumbstruck, too numb with guilt to move when Uncle Zolan intercedes and wraps a sturdy arm around Whitaker. “No point sulking, my boy; Mallory won.” I’m almost surprised by Uncle Zolan’s admission before he’s quick to address me: “For now. Only death is permanent. And as I’ve been saying this entire time, it becomes you, my dear.” He flashes a smile that cuts like a knife. “Until we meet again, Mallory.”
I dig my heel into the ground and let out a little scream. “It’s Mullory!” I shout back. After everything that’s happened, I don’t know why this should matter. But it does.
Uncle Zolan pauses. “What is?”
“My name. It’s Mullory, not Mallory. It’s Mullory Prudence.” I don’t want him to forget, I don’t want any of them to forget.
Uncle Zolan studies me, running a finger along the length of his goatee. “I know that.” He winks. “I was just checking to make sure you knew it, too.”
I stumble back. The twinkling party lights bother my eyes and a balloon shaped like a lion roars in my ear. Understanding settles on me like a weighted cloud. Before, I never could grasp the depth of Lyric’s anger, his ability to harbor so much resentment.
But looking around, I get it now. And I’m not afraid.
My mother told me to run from the strange, but now I understand that she had it all wrong. If anything, the strange should run from me.




Hot coffee dribbles down my wrist—the unfortunate side effect of the new plastic covers that are basically useless. I readjust the strap of my backpack and shimmy my burrito beneath my chin while wiping my coffee-speckled wrist on my jeans. It’s early. The morning air tinged with the gasoline wafting up from beneath partially frozen puddles.
I’m still a person intent on savoring the morning. Some things never change. And some things do. And when they change, it can be earth-shattering.
The official story circulating through the small town of Punxsutawney, flying from person to person like the common cold, is that a distant rich relative gifted me his estate. Some parts of it are true. The parts with murder and magic were omitted for obvious reasons. It’s funny what money will do. Suddenly, everyone wants to see me, sending cards and breads and Jell-O molds to the porch steps of the new house I bought for Gran and me. That was the first thing I did.
Gran is getting the best treatment available, and I was elated when the doctors told me that they believe she’ll go into full remission. Turns out the best way to beat cancer is with money.
I know that in two years, on my eighteenth birthday, the magic trickling into my veins will mature. I could feel a distinct twinge the moment I solved the Mystery Royale. Like a pinch of electricity had burrowed into my bones, hollowing them out and replacing the insides with something other. Tainted, murderous magic. But my sole focus has been trying to find my mom, sparing no expense or resource thanks to the Stoutmire Foundation.
“There she is.” A high-pitched voice breaks my concentration and I swivel on the bench. It’s the same stroller posse that congregates every morning. Their fearless, ponytailed leader is beaming at me from the other side of the yellow line.
“That’s the girl I was telling you about,” she informs the others clad in coordinating legging ensembles. Her tone is warm, and her ponytail flip is inviting, not threatening like usual. The old Mullory would probably have nodded and sunk into her parka. But not this Mullory. I place my coffee down and approach them. The stroller posse collectively smiles in anticipation.
“You wouldn’t want anything to do with me,” I say sweetly. “With my being so tragic and with my mother. You know what she did, don’t you?” It takes a few seconds for the shock to register and for the smiles to fall. And then the leaves of a nearby tree rustle, shaking free a swarm of bats that collectively swoop into the gaggle of ponytails. Strollers are pushed away in a mad frenzy of screams, and I can’t help but laugh during the shouts and declarations of calling me a freak. I’m glad they’re leaving my morning spot.
When they finally clear, one bat remains, hovering nearby before landing gently on the face of my mom’s watch. Its beady eyes look straight at me before it flies away. The hands on the once broken watch swirl rapidly before the face springs open.
A note lies beneath. My breath catches in my throat.
Mullory,

The strange will never leave us in peace, but you are so brave, my sweet girl.

Keep this safe. I’m sure you’ll want to use it.

Come find me when the time is right. I’ll be where the moon glows black.

—Mom

I reread the letter again and my heart swells. Beneath the note is a small amber stone threaded on a thin cord. The same amulet from the portrait in the gallery and my memory of my mom. As soon as my fingers touch the smooth glassy surface, pins and needles shoot from the pads of my fingers. As if I’m touching pure power. I hold the stone up to my eye, there’s something embedded in it. Something small and twitching. A fly.
I recall Martin’s rendition of the children’s story. “The Death Fly.” Only it’s not just a story, and I’ve been calling it by a different name. The shadow.




My hip bone creaks like the hinge of a squeaky door. It throbs with a pain only I can detect. My body is laced with illusions meant to preserve my youthful appearance, but time and age won’t fall for my tricks. The pain spreads like a warm heat up the side of my rib cage. Rain must be coming. My joints sense it long before I do—one perk of growing old. Not many others that I can think of.
I brush the tops of aconite flowers—the soft petals are a delectable yellow. I snap my fingers and a ring of hummingbirds perch along their stems. Magic like this used to bring me joy and amusement. I’ve gotten quite good at it. Ahhh, another perk of growing old without an heir, my magic has matured and morphed into something monstrous. It thrums beneath the tips of my fingers, itching to turn a pair of rain boots into a horse. Which I’ve done, plenty of times. I suppose I’d always wanted someone to share this with…and a time ago there’d been someone. But I’m an old man now. Better suited by myself.
I stroll through the garden, enriching the ever-budding plants and flowers with a steady stream of magic that keeps them appearing vibrant and lush. Cecilia lingers on a bench nearby. Another creature of solitude, not quite understood by our family. Loneliness is the common bridge between us.
I both dread and eagerly await her visits, because although I adore her, she never brings good news. Not since the day my nephew arrived on my front steps, pudgy and lost, a mere child shipped off like a perishable crate of apples. At first, I hadn’t known what to do with him—he couldn’t yet play poker, he couldn’t discuss matters of importance, and he made a poor dinner companion, opting for sweets instead of caviar or foie gras. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I was stumped. What does one do with a child?
It wasn’t until one afternoon in a fit of boredom I turned the chandelier into a pack of monkeys and the little boy did the strangest thing. He looked at me—with his round eyes and pink cheeks—and he laughed. The laughter filled me up and nearly cracked my ribs in half. I kept him laughing and decided I wanted to get to know him, grow a bond, impart my wisdom, and leave my magic in his name. It only made sense—he was born from the mistakes of others and discarded. But Cecilia, always the killjoy, burst my bubble with a warning.
“Don’t get attached to him, Xavier,” she’d said, her dark eyes sorrowful. “He won’t live to see his eighteenth birthday.”
And so, I’d known from the beginning that the boy was fated for disaster. But I’m a stubborn old man and I vowed to outwit the fates. If I could toughen him up, push him to the limit, harden him enough to withstand the lure of death. I hadn’t anticipated the hate he might grow for me. But it didn’t matter if I could save him. Of course, Cecilia liked to remind me that I could not.
“Xavier.” Cecilia calls me over to her bench. She wears a long, draping dress, even in the summer heat—her armor against the visions that ravage her mind.
I trudge across a path of moonstones that I conjure from my fingertips. “Cecilia,” I say with a smile. “How are you?”
She runs her nails against the metal armrest of the bench, which I quickly turn to wood, irritated by the sound. “I’ve seen a path,” she says slowly.
Something sparks in my lonely heart. “For Lyric?”
“Naturally—is there another we wish to save?” Lyric’s future has become a pet project of hers, an obsession really, for both of us. A secret shared in whispers.
“Tell me.”
“It’s complicated. Quite involved,” she says with a sly smile. “We’ll need his mother’s help.”
I bob my head up and down. “Saffron has already sought out my help; she fears for his safety.”
“I know,” Cecilia muses.
Of course, she always knows.
“What else?”
Cecilia turns her gaze to the cloudless sky, squinting in the sun’s rays. “Three nightmares. One for each of the children. We need to begin imprinting this future in their minds. Ideas spark beliefs. We must influence the path.”
I nod, encouraging her to continue.
“Which brings me to the next part. You’ll like it.” She grins. “It involves our favorite riddle.”
I deflate, tired of riddles. “Again with this.”
“Yes, again.”
I decide to indulge her. “What does death fear most?”
Cecilia’s eyes glisten. “It fears what it cannot claim.”
“Yes, we know that. This was all more enjoyable when we were younger and naively seeking the shadow because we thought we could live forever.”
“Buuuuuut—” Cecilia drags the word out.
“But we quickly learned that death does not like to be tricked. A pitfall of the shadow, death will demand another.” I squeeze my hand into a fist. “Not that we have it anymore,” I add bitterly.
Cecilia nods. “And since then, I’ve watched Lyric die a dozen deaths.”
I flinch at the mention of Lyric’s death. Even if I do my best to keep him at a distance, even if the laughter has long ceased, the boy still does bend my heartstrings.
“Lord Thorn eventually succeeds in killing him.”
“Yes, I know,” I snap with annoyance. “You always love to remind me of that.”
But Cecilia isn’t deterred in the slightest by my attitude. “The most probable death is with a knife that’s part of a unique set. The blades will only cut if used by someone in Lord Thorn’s bloodline.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose, flustered. “But can we not stop it?”
Cecilia twirls a ring around her finger. “We stop the other deaths. The drowning, the poisoning, but we can never seem to stop the knife. The threads of fate favor it, they sing to it. That knife is in Lyric’s future.”
Snapping my fingers, I send a storm cloud above our heads, thundering with rain. “Could you get to the part where we fix it?” I yell over the downpour.
Cecilia rolls her eyes as the rain sloshes down the sides of a black umbrella she uses to blot out the sun. She doesn’t speak again until I quell the storm. “There’s a way to kill two birds with one stone, or in this case, one knife.”
“Go on.”
“Esther Merrybright—”
“Stole the shadow from us!” I bellow, anger roaring up. “Give it up, Cecilia; we can’t find her, we’ve tried.”
“Which is exactly why we need to lure her here.” Cecilia’s eyes glaze a milky white. “And I have the perfect trap,” she coos. “Her daughter.”
“Her daughter?”
“Kill her.” Cecilia says matter-of-factly. “Kill Mullory, and Esther won’t be able to resist coming. And when she’s here you can take back the shadow.”
Suddenly, it starts to make more sense. “Kill Mullory with the knife. It will have to be Lyric, that part is essential.”
Cecilia nods, encouragingly. “With the knife, as I’ve seen it unfold.”
“Yes, yes,” I agree. “I’ll leave Lyric instructions. When it’s time, he’ll know when and where.”
Cecilia steeples her fingers together. “He’ll kill Mullory with the knife that was meant to kill him, and then when Esther arrives, we’ll steal back the shadow.”
I groan, realizing a complication. “But Esther will never willingly come to the estate if she believes I’m alive.”
“Then we’ll make her believe you’re dead.”
“But how?”
Cecilia plucks a flower. “You once buried the whole estate under ice for an entire week all to try to trick me into thinking it was the next ice age. Theatrics are your specialty, Xavier, I’m sure you’ll think of something.”
And she’s right, already an idea has taken root in my mind. A grandiose game full of parties and a mystery. What better way to celebrate my pretend death? “I can do that, and once we have the shadow, we’ll use it to bring Lyric back after his connection to Lord Thorn is severed.”
“Precisely.” Cecilia exhales. “And death will already be satisfied with Mullory. It will not fear us, because it will claim another.”
Excitement bubbles in my veins, turning the air around us into fluttering snowflakes. “If this path is certain, can I not just will my magic to him now? The ridicule he is going to endure—”
“Absolutely not,” Cecilia interrupts. “The promise of your magic is the only thing that will keep him on the estate. It’s the only place we can shield and protect him. You know that as Lyric grows Lord Thorn will feel a pull on his magic.”
“I know.”
“This plan will take time,” Cecilia warns. “You’ll have to be patient. The moment must be right.”
“I can wait,” I say. Patience, I think, another perk of growing old.




Death is darker than I’d imagined. Vaster. Emptier. Quieter. There are no blinding lights or eternally burning flames—kind of boring if I’m being honest. I’d at least been hoping to pester Uncle Zolan. But I’d never officially died before, so really, I guess I didn’t know what to expect. I’m not sure how time passes here either. What is here? Nothing from what I can see. A void of something filled with nothing but me. It seems that even in death, I’m destined to be alone.
The knife is gone and my wound nonexistent. It didn’t hurt as much as I thought it would—dying, that is. Death was like slipping into a dark dream, like the weight that settles on your chest compressing you to sleep. Effortless.
Damn.
I really didn’t want to die. Not yet.
I circle the darkness, searching for walls, but my fingers grasp at nothing but air. My voice bounces off what I imagine to be a never-ending pit of doom and I pace in the nothingness.
I’m stuck for eternity with nothing but myself and my epic failure. I should be mad at Mullory for stealing my magic—the only thing I’ve ever wanted. But that’s not true, not really. Maybe I wanted something else. Someone else.
Uncle was right about one thing, I’m better off alone. But my anger doesn’t stick as well here, and a minuscule part of me is okay that Mullory got it. The magic. Her house. Answers about her mom. All it took was everything I had to give.
The first noise I hear—after how long, I’m not sure—is unexpected. The click-click resonates above my head. Click. Click. Click, followed by the rustling of leathery wings. I lift my head and catch a flutter of movement and the glowing eyes of hundreds of bats from above.
“Not what I was expecting.”
“What were you expecting?” a gentle voice asks. I’m sure my mind is unraveling and that hearing voices is the next phase of whatever the afterlife has in store for me. But I can feel a nearby presence and some of the darkness lifts, dissolving with a rising light.
At first, the shift from darkness causes me to blink and shield my eyes—slowly I catch a glimpse. Her face stuns me.
Her face.
“Mullory?”
She twirls a stone hanging from a cord around her neck. “Ask me the question, Lyric.”
“What question?”
“The only one we left unanswered.”
And then I remember. “What does death fear most?”
Mullory smiles. “Me.”
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