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CHAPTER 1

OLIVER

BARREN’S PEAK, WEST VIRGINIA

Oliver White crouched down in the thick weeds at the edge of the forest and took a deep breath of death.

His satchel fell to the ground with a thump. The flower looked innocent enough with bright pink petals surrounding a velvety stamen, but as he reached forward, it shied away, curling in on itself and releasing another puff of rancid-meat scent.

Oliver’s heart quickened in his chest, and he sank back on his haunches, silently reaching for the camera around his neck and pulling it to his face.

Through the specialized lens—one he’d spent months tracking down across all of Nevada—the innocence was lost. Perched in the center of the plant was a small creature the size of his thumb tip. Its black carapace shone in the beating sunlight. Two wings extended from its back, both razor sharp, both shimmering with leftover pollen. And as its head swung to regard Oliver, its tiny mandible opened, revealing a mouth full of glittering fangs.

A death weevil. Or, as Oliver had taken to not-so-affectionately calling them when they infested his rooms one spring at Sanctuary—a fucking asshole. It may be perfectly happy within the petals of the flower right now, but there was one thing death weevils liked more than high-summer pollen.

Blood.

Oliver frowned and let out a breath slowly, trying his hardest not to move. Even though the weevil had already set its sights on his face, he didn’t need to taunt it further. Not before getting a picture. Not before proving to himself that he wasn’t hallucinating. Again.

His finger found the trigger by instinct more than actual expertise. He carefully depressed the old lever, trying his hardest to coax it into clicking without activating the grinding sound of a centuries-old camera. The shutter closed. The shutter opened.

And the camera let out a low groan of anguish, before it unleashed a heavy belch of thick black smoke.

Swearing, Oliver pressed it to his face harder, trying to keep his eyes on the flower through the clog of smoke.

The weevil was gone.

He swung the camera around, peering at the surrounding woods through the small peephole.

A bright pain exploded in his forearm, and Oliver yelped, dropping the camera so hard the strap jerked, burning the back of his neck. He gritted his teeth as the gnawing agony in his arm grew worse, barely keeping himself from smacking his other hand against the spot. (Years of fending the asshole bugs off had taught him that a swat would only push it deeper and piss it off even more.)

“Why?” he hissed to himself, rifling through his satchel that was still on the ground and coming up with a small vial. He brought it to his mouth, yanked the cork out with his teeth, and doused his arm in a homebrew of vinegar, 192-proof alcohol, and enough lavender oil to make his nostrils burn and his stomach roil.

The burrowing pain immediately stopped, but the burn from the solution was almost as bad. Oliver scrubbed his arm raw, grinding his molars against a groan of pain. “I finally get a sign, and it’s one of you assholes.” He upended the last of the vial over his arm. “Serves you right,” he chastised the monster. The weevil fell to the ground, paralyzed by the lavender, but blood kept bubbling up from the wound, droplets falling to the grass. The bite was dime sized, and due to the weevil’s special kind of poison, it wouldn’t start clotting for days. He’d be stuck wrapping his arm in gauze near constantly and probably bleeding through his sweater a dozen times while he waited for it to finally close, which absolutely sucked because it was his favorite sweater. What were the odds that he found more cashmere wadded in the bottom of a thrift store dollar bin?

Low.

As the sting from the solution finally lessened and the ringing of his heartbeat in his ears faded, Oliver knelt down over his bag again and pulled out a couple of rags. He carefully wrapped the empty vial in one and tucked it safely back in a pocket of the satchel. The other he wrapped around his forearm, yanking tight around the wound that was still pumping enough blood that he could smell the metallic scent of it over the rancid burn of the lavender. He reached for the camera again, intent on finding the thing’s body through the lens and making sure it was well and truly dead, but froze as his naked gaze landed at his feet.

The tiny corpse of the death weevil lay smoking, sharp wings crumbling to ash in front of his eyes, shiny black carapace breaking apart.

Oliver’s stomach dropped out of his body entirely.

“No way,” he whispered, sinking back down to his haunches and reaching for a long blade of grass. Dead, the weevil posed no danger to him, as long as he avoided the dripping venom of its burrowing fangs, but he still wasn’t going to touch it barehanded. He poked at the body with the stalk, rolling it over. The bottom thorax completely fell off as it crumbled to a pile of dust. Oliver blinked and swallowed heavily. The trees of the forest moaned as the wind picked up and branches creaked overhead.

He’d spent a solid year searching for the camera around his neck, locating it only by trading far more information than he should have to a Redditor named ENTSFOREVER81—someone with both a desperate desire to real-life cosplay a magic user and way too much time on their hands. Still, despite their fanatical obsession with fake wizards, they’d provided solid information. To most, it looked like a plain old vintage camera—a plastic box with bright silver dials, requiring stupidly overpriced film for which hipsters were all too willing to shell out. Only a select few would realize that the lens was different. Wrong. Concave instead of convex, a swirl of color in the center that shimmered like a mirage if you looked too closely.

It revealed monsters if you looked through the viewfinder. Monsters that shouldn’t exist on Earth. Monsters that Oliver had been tracking for over two years, ever since…

He shook his head, scowling. Even the smallest thought of Sanctuary was enough to set him twitching, enough for fiery anger to burn through his veins even hotter than the weevil’s bite. But that didn’t matter.

What did matter was that the weevil’s corpse lay at his feet, blowing away in the gusty wind…and that he could see it with no help from the camera at all.

Monsters were secret things, rare on Earth, only found in the dark of night and the nightmares of small children. But if he was seeing one with his naked eyes?

“Labyrinth,” Oliver whispered, a word that was stolen by the wind as quickly as the weevil’s corpse.

What did matter was that the barrier was breaking.

And magicians wouldn’t be far behind.
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CHAPTER 2

THEA

The Home and Variety Discount sat at the edge of town. Its ramshackle body leaned a hard left from years of Appalachian wind pummeling it from the northern side of the mountain. The cavernous ceiling leaked in three separate locations—the rain held barely at bay by five-gallon buckets that had to be strategically switched out every six hours before they overflowed the aisles. There was one working register with a belt that hadn’t functioned since the early aughts, one functioning shopping cart with wheels that actually steered in some semblance of a direction, and one struggling generator that only worked to restore power half the time.

Unfortunately, today wasn’t half the time. The massive thunderstorm that had rolled through an hour ago had knocked out the building’s AC and the back row of freezers—a fact that had Thea LaGuerre swearing up a storm as she piled boxes of melting ice cream into the working shopping cart.

“Those free?” a voice piped up behind her.

Thea gritted her teeth and forced herself to breathe before turning around and flashing an Oscar-worthy smile. “No, Mrs. Sandstrom. They’re not free.”

“Well, they’re melting.”

The woman in front of her sneered, her wrinkled lips pulling over her teeth like a rabid dog’s. This wasn’t the first time she’d tried to push for a deep discount. Wasn’t even the tenth time. Thea let loose a dozen curse words safely within the confines of her own head and grabbed another handful of boxes—sticky red popsicles this time. The juice ran down the box as she dumped them into the cart. “Yes, Mrs. Sandstrom. They are.”

“So I could take a few. Got my sweet grandkids in the car.”

Thea arched one eyebrow. Mrs. Sandstrom’s grandkids were famous around Barren’s Peak—a pair of twenty-year-old twins who were neither “kids” nor “sweet.” One of them just got out of jail a week ago for stripping shitty cars of their shitty alternators and getting caught red-handed. The other had a reputation for selling his grandmother’s extra painkillers to the student body. He’d lasted until junior year of high school before dropping out.

Granted, Thea hadn’t lasted much longer.

Mrs. Sandstrom shifted, gnarled knuckles stark white with how hard she was clutching the handle of her cart. “You’re gonna throw them out anyway.”

“Sure looks like it,” Thea grumbled. She dumped another armful’s worth of boxes in the overwhelmed cart and started pushing it toward the back of the store. Mrs. Sandstrom followed at her heels, forcing her own cart through a screeching hobble.

“If those freezers were melting the ice cream, they weren’t keeping this milk cold.”

“The power literally only went out an hour ago. The milk is fine.”

“It’s probably spoiled. I want a discount.”

Thea sighed. “I completely understand if you feel like our products might be unsafe. I’d be happy to put them back for you,” she stated in monotone.

“I didn’t say I wanted them put back, I said I wanted a discount.”

Squeezing her eyes closed, Thea finally yanked her cart to a stop and rounded on the woman. “You and I both know that I can’t do that. If I could, I promise I would just to make you stop following me. So either buy the milk or leave the milk, I don’t fu—” Thea cut off and forced a fake smile. “I don’t care,” she said, injecting as much innocence into the words as humanly possible.

The boxes were leaking onto the cement floor, a spattering of sticky-sounding plops coming from underneath the cart. Mrs. Sandstrom stood there looking at her like she was moments away from screaming for her “sweet grandkids” to come save her.

Thea halfway hoped she would. The heat in the building was already causing her T-shirt to stick uncomfortably to her underarms, and if the power didn’t come back on soon, the sticky West Virginia humidity would start to choke her. Throwing a punch would feel awfully satisfying. Throwing two would be even better.

Instead, Mrs. Sandstrom screwed up her nose and turned on one heel, stalking for the front of the store with her cart screeching its displeasure.

Rolling her eyes, Thea turned back to her own cart, pushing it through the back exit of the building into a thick wall of heat and the noxious stench of rotting garbage. She tucked herself against the wall, right where the security camera didn’t reach. Then she picked up the top box of melting popsicles and ripped the lid off. Maybe she wasn’t allowed to hand out free food to customers, but out here, no one could see her. No harm, no foul.

Most were already half melted, but she grabbed a somewhat intact rainbow pop and quickly unwrapped it, thrusting it in her mouth. The burst of icy sugar did nothing to cool down her frustration.

She grabbed the rest of the box and flung it at the dumpster as hard as she could.

It landed with a not-so-satisfying thwap on top of the already amassed pile of trash.

She went through the rest of the cart in the same manner, hurling boxes with all her strength, scowling at the lukewarm results.

Thea leaned against the brick of the building, sucking on the last of her stolen popsicle as the afternoon sun beat down on her sweaty face. Her free hand reached up to twist in the necklace chain around her throat, pointer finger and thumb rubbing against the silver ring she’d been wearing her entire life, her constant reminder of a Barren’s Peak that used to be full of love, and life, and happiness. The silver warmed in her fingers as she closed her eyes.

She only had to last one more hour. Then she was officially off duty, and she could make her way down to the library and get through the final practice exam for her online GED course. Then—

“THEA!”

Her head shot up at the familiar sound of her best friend’s voice. Ember gave her an easy wave as she picked her way toward Thea, her sun-bronzed skin, blindingly white sundress, and dazzling smile at odds with the mucky puddles that littered the back alley.

“HELLO!” Ember shouted just as loudly, even though she was within perfectly normal speaking range.

Thea couldn’t help but grin. They’d been best friends since they were both brought into the principal’s office in kindergarten on account of throwing rocks at Max Miller’s face. In their defense, he’d been swinging a giant stick at them both, but he was a boy, and boys play with sticks all the time, and they were girls, and girls shouldn’t resort to violence.

Both Thea and Ember had left that meeting with a week-long recess detention, and the knowledge that they’d better stay together to defend each other from the rampant misogyny of the school playground.

Ember’s dazzling smile quickly turned to a distressed grimace as one sandaled foot squelched down in dirty water. “Gross,” she whined, shaking her foot off and looking up at Thea. “Tried to find you in the store, but Clark said you were out back.”

“And he so kindly sent you along to distract me?” Thea asked, one eyebrow quirked, knowing perfectly well that the pimply-faced twenty-three-year-old manager of the Home and Variety’s current shift spent far more time enforcing every archaic byline of the worker manual than he did actually working. Conversations in the back alley were definitely forbidden.

He’d also been in love with Ember ever since he met her at a party two years ago, so. Priorities.

“I missed you!” Ember exclaimed, jumping over the last puddle and wrapping her arms tight around Thea. She cupped a hand around the back of Thea’s head, forcing their foreheads together—the best-friend-forever greeting they’d had for a decade. “How are you?”

“Sticky,” Thea mumbled, pulling away with her hands up at her sides, not wanting to get popsicle juice all over Ember’s very white sundress. “I thought you weren’t getting in until tonight! You know, drive all afternoon, watch movies all night, eat stupid amounts of pizza until the sun comes up again?”

“Bailed on my last class of the day. English. So boring. A hundred kids jammed into an auditorium listening to an old white man drone on and on about some Old English warrior dude who killed a bunch of monsters. You can’t understand a word of it —”

“Beowulf?” Thea asked.

“Boring-wulf,” Ember said loftily. “Skipped it. Worthless.”

Thea tried to keep a light smile on her face, even though part of her was burning with the need to call Ember out on her dismissiveness of an education that Thea would kill for. Maybe they’d bonded over their hatred of the entire town’s prejudice against women. That didn’t mean they had anything else in common. Ember’s family had enough money saved to send her to college after graduation. Thea’s family…

Well. Thea’s freshman year of high school, her dad shattered both his legs in a workplace accident. He was on disability for a few months, but even after he regained full mobility despite them telling him he’d never walk again, he never mentally recovered. They only made it a few years before Thea dropped out of high school to pick up the slack. Pay the mortgage. Pay for groceries. Pay to keep living. She sure as hell wasn’t getting college out of the deal.

And her mom?

Well. All of Barren’s Peak knew how that ended up.

“Earth to Thea,” Ember said, yanking Thea from her increasingly dark spiral. “Barn party? Tonight? Max has been texting me all day.”

Kindergarten-Ember’s mortal enemy had become college-Ember’s on-again, off-again, currently-back-on-again boyfriend. Thankfully, his elementary stick-fighting days were over. Now, he was a perfectly nice dude who worked a perfectly nice job down at the Farm Supply. Thea liked him.

Didn’t stop her burning with jealousy at every mention of their relationship. She wouldn’t be caught dead admitting it out loud, but she wanted what any other teen in this town wanted. Love.

“Ember, I’ve—”

“You can’t say no. I haven’t seen you in a month! I haven’t seen anyone in a month, and they’ll all be there, just like old times!”

Thea sighed. That was the problem; she was tired of old times. She was tired period. And while she’d gladly sacrifice a night of sleep to spend some quality time with Ember and a disgustingly greasy pizza, hanging out with all the high school friends she used to have back when she thought she still had a shot at a normal life sounded like the kind of depressing evening worth avoiding.

“I’ve got school,” Thea tried weakly. “Look, I really thought you weren’t getting in until later, I’ve got to do a test—”

“Those GED classes? Thought this was like, a prep class, not like real school? Can’t you do it tomorrow?”

“They’re exactly like school-school in that there is a test, that is due tonight, and I would like to pass it so I can actually go into the real GED and not feel like I’m going to fail. Because it would be great to not be just another washed-up high school dropout who’ll never work a job that pays more than minimum wage.”

“Wow,” Ember said, looking stricken. “That’s not what I meant, you’re definitely not washed up—”

“Sorry,” Thea said, cutting her off. She wiped her hands on her jeans. “Long day. I’m hot and grumpy. But yeah, I’ve got to get through this test before I can do anything else.”

“Theaaa,” Ember whined.

Thea studied her friend, brow creasing in exasperation. At five-foot, with golden hair that reached the small of her back and gorgeous blue eyes that changed depending on what light hit them, she was the picture-perfect model girl that set all the boys in Barren’s Peak rabid. Hell, she’d set Thea rabid too. Seventh grade, behind the bleachers, Thea’s first kiss—Ember had pulled away first with a grimace on her face and the single comment “weird.” Thea had pulled away with a strange sort of longing in her chest, and the deep knowledge that Ember’s very straight sexual orientation was just one more thing they didn’t have in common.

“Ember, the last time I went to a barn party, I stepped on a rusty nail and it went straight through my foot.”

“Max has cleaned up since then—”

“Hard pass. No more emergency tetanus shots for me, thank you.”

“It didn’t even scar! You’re making it sound so much worse than it was. I promise there will be no nails!”

“Ember.”

“I also promise that hot new dude will be there again,” Ember said, dropping that bomb with a knowing smile.

The flush on Thea’s cheeks was immediate, and unfortunately not entirely due to the heat of the afternoon. Hot new dude. A.k.a. Cal, the enigma who showed up six months ago, moved into the cabin on the very west edge of town—the one that had been on the market forever because no one anywhere near Barren’s Peak could afford property on a lake—and was hardly ever seen, except for the rare occurrence at the grocery store. Or one of Max’s parties, like the last time she’d seen him and…

Now her ears were burning too. “Good for him,” Thea said, picking at her nails as nonchalantly as possible.

“Max said he came into the Farm Supply. Bought out their entire stock of lavender plants. Max tried to ask him about it, but he just did that thing with his eyes and shut him right up.”

Thea knew exactly what “thing with his eyes” Ember was talking about. With his black leather jacket, dark olive skin, and weirdly gray eyes that seemed like they were staring straight into your soul, he—

“Exactly. The thing with his eyes that makes your face do that,” Ember stated triumphantly.

Thea scowled at her. “I’m not doing anything.”

“You’re looking like you’re stripping every piece of clothing off the guy, deep in the recesses of your mind, Thea LaGuerre.”

So what if she was? After the awful rusty nail incident, after Max and Ember had tried to get her drunk to compensate and it failed miserably, she’d ended up outside the barn watching storm clouds roll in as she rose up on the balls of her feet and met Cal’s lips…well. It wasn’t the worst way to end a night. She had no intention of any long-term commitments, but she wasn’t exactly opposed to a repeat performance. Between nights washing countless sheets at the motel and days spent fending off Mrs. Sandstrom with nothing but a smile and a half-hearted commitment to the Home and Variety’s bank accounts, she deserved to have some fun.

“He looks like the world’s best kisser,” Ember went on, as though reading her mind. “Fist your hands in his silly leather jacket, yank him down—”

Heat flamed up her cheeks. “Fine, pick me up later,” Thea said quickly, before Ember could keep going.

“YES!” Ember threw her arms up and went for Thea again, but the back door to the building burst open, revealing a spitting-mad Clark in all his glory. “Thea!” he barked, like she were eight, not eighteen. “You’re not being paid for cigarette breaks, get inside and help the customers!” He looked past her, eyes catching on Ember. “Please?” he followed it up, pathetically.

Thea barely kept herself from flipping him a rude gesture. “Oh gosh,” she said with mock outrage. “The customers!”

“The customers!“ Ember winked at Thea. “How could you forget!” She smiled sweetly at Clark, earning a garbled Howhaveyoubeenhow’scollegehow’slife that Thea could barely make out.

Rolling her eyes, Thea sidestepped past Clark, Ember’s joyful “see you later!” quickly lost as the back door slammed closed.
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CHAPTER 3

THEA

The Barren’s Peak public library was just as bedraggled as every other building in the town. The inside stunk of what was certain to be black mold within the walls—something even the liberal amounts of ocean breeze air freshener the staff sprayed constantly couldn’t cover—and the majority of the books were outdated and so well worn that the pages seemed to be in an endless battle of trying to escape the confines of their bindings.

Thea loved it.

On the far right was the children’s section, with its multi-tiered steps down to well-worn orange carpeting. Years ago, her mother would take her here every week. The stacks might look barren and sad now, but to young Thea, they were full of endless possibility. She’d pull books down about ostriches, and airplanes, and knitting, and chess. Books on jungle cats, and submarines, and gulper eels. Her mom would read her anything and everything while Thea sat placidly in her lap, letting the how-to and history books overtake her just as easily as the fiction.

On the far left was an entire wall of floor-to-ceiling windows, all overlooking a marshy wooded area where Thea and her mother would watch snapping turtles sunning on logs and wood ducks floating casually on top of the scummy water surface. They would watch the sun light the summer sky on fire as it went down in a brilliant blaze of orange and red, while her mother whispered to her stories of fairies and unicorns and girls with magic running in their veins.

Once upon a time there was a princess…and that princess had magic in her blood….

Thea shook her head, fighting a small smile. Now the orange carpeting was brown from overuse. Now the floor-to-ceiling windows looked out on nothing but a pile of dirt after a local cannabis company had razed the area and filled it with clay, only to never come through with the proper permits for building. But it didn’t matter. The memories this library held were some of her most treasured.

A large reception desk sat in the middle of it all, occupied by an eclectic-looking woman with wire-rimmed bifocals and a neck ringed with yards upon yards of polished agate. She looked up as Thea approached, a tired smile cracking the deeply creased lines of her face. “Thea,” she greeted warmly.

“Hey Alice,” Thea returned, quickly scanning the back of the room where three ancient computers were shoved up against the wall. One was occupied by a preteen boy who kept turning his head left and right like he was desperately afraid of someone coming over and seeing whatever was on the screen. Another had an old man slumped over the keyboard, clearly sleeping.

The third was blessedly open.

“Do you have a computer pass?” she asked quickly, before someone else walked in the door and beat her to the punch. She was running on limited time, and she did not want to waste it waiting on someone to finish watching YouTube videos of baby animals. Or waiting for a sketchy preteen to finish watching what was almost certainly porn.

Alice nodded. “How are classes?” she asked as she fumbled through the drawer for the sign-in sheet. She handed over the blue clipboard with swollen arthritic hands.

“Almost done with them,” Thea said, quickly signing her name under COMPUTER 3, then leaning over the counter to set the board back in its place. “Taking my last practice exam now.”

Smiling, Alice waved her on to the computers. “You know, your father should be proud,” she said brightly. “You’re doing so much. And you’re doing it well. I hope you’ll take some time to celebrate tonight!”

All the warmth of nostalgia fell away. Thea tried to offer a smile back, but it felt plastered on with worn sticky tack, moments away from falling off completely. Alice had been excited for her to finish these courses all year, encouraging her every time she stepped into the small space. But between her dad being so deep in a depressive episode he barely noticed her coming or going, and the fact that her celebration had turned from movie night to a townie party where she’d almost certainly wind up DD-ing half a dozen kids, she wasn’t exactly feeling the joy.

She slung her backpack off her shoulder as she reached the line of computers. Sinking down into one of the uncomfortable chairs, she typed in her library card number and waited for a ridiculously long time while the computer decided whether or not she was worthy of being let in.

She glanced over at the kid on her left. His eyes widened in panic and he smacked a hand up against the screen, blocking it from view. Yeah. Definitely porn.

Rolling her eyes, Thea pulled a notebook and pencil out of her bag, coaxed the computer onto the testing site, and forced her exhausted brain to focus on the swimming words.

She was halfway through a one-page compare and contrast essay when the front door burst open again.

“Excuse me?” a boy’s voice rang out. “I’m looking for…” The rest of his sentence was lost as he leaned all the way over the counter, whispering at Alice.

Thea frowned, eyes narrowing as she stared at the screen. Explain the difference between accruals and deferrals, the box read.

“Sir,” Alice started, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“They would be someone new in town. Or…newer. Probably don’t talk very much? Has anyone like that shown up?”

“Sir. You are asking me if I’ve seen a…a magician?”

Thea definitely heard that, loud and clear. She chewed her lower lip, trying not to listen in but failing miserably.

The guy made a squeak of dismay, and shook his head quickly. “Never mind, never mind, just…are you aware that your town is days, no, maybe hours away from collapsing completely?”

Accruals, Thea mouthed. Accruals, accruals, accru—

“Sir. I need you to calm down. Are you in crisis?”

Thea sighed. Alice had a habit of trying to de-escalate situations on her own when she’d be much better off calling 911 and letting paramedics handle the guy—who was clearly in crisis.

“You don’t understand,” the boy said, sounding unsurprised. “Of course you don’t understand. Look, have there been any strange happenings lately?”

Alice didn’t answer. Thea had to imagine she was gawking.

“No? Animals dying? People disappearing? Shadows in alleyways that definitely shouldn’t be there?”

Thea’s brow furrowed.

“Monsters?”

Oh, come on. Thea finally turned around at that. “Hey,” she called. “Leave her alone.”

The guy’s head swung up, blinking golden-brown eyes at her. His mussy hair fell across his brow. His glasses were perched cockeyed on his nose. He clutched the preppiest leather satchel she’d ever seen between his fingertips, and he was wearing a cornflower blue wool sweater with khaki pants.

In June.
“Christ,” Thea muttered under her breath. Fucking college students. Every now and then, they made their way up from the ritzy university a hundred miles south and a full state away, usually under the guise of anthropological study. A.k.a. stare at the poor country folks, write a dissertation about their woes, then do absolutely nothing to solve the problems they claimed to be so enthusiastic about.

He shook his head, then turned back to Alice. “One of them has to be here. They wouldn’t be able to resist a barrier collapse this large. Can you think really hard? Are you sure you haven’t heard of one?” he asked earnestly.

Anthropological study was best case scenario. Worst case? He really enjoyed messing with the “country hicks.” Thea shoved back in her chair and stalked up to the desk. “Hey, dickwad. There are no magicians. We’re not stupid, so stop fucking around and take whatever ridiculous prank you’re trying to set up with your frat boy buddies somewhere else.”

She took a deep breath to keep going but devolved into a coughing fit as some awful stench filled her nose. Acerbic and stinging—like bleach, or…

Thea frowned as it faded again. Lavender. Coming in waves off of this dude’s body.

Preppy college boy didn’t seem to notice that the repulsive amount of cologne he was wearing was this close to making her vomit. He frowned, brow creasing in thought. “Oh. I’m sorry to bother you then.” Then he stuck out his hand a moment later. “I’m Oliver.”

Thea ignored him and turned back to Alice. “You good?”

“Everything is fine,” Alice assured her.

Thea opened her mouth to protest that statement, and promptly snapped it closed again when she realized Oliver was staring at her with eyes gone a little bit feral.

“What?” she stressed.

His gaze dropped to her throat, then back up to her face, but he still didn’t say anything. Instead, he stood frozen, acting like he was waiting for her to do something. If she didn’t know any better, she’d say he looked afraid.

As much as threatening a college bro filled her with satisfaction, she didn’t have time for this. “On that note,” she declared, “I have a test to finish.”

He swallowed hard. “Where did you get that?” he asked slowly.

Her hand went to her throat subconsciously, pinching the ring between her fingers.

“You’re not one of them. You didn’t grow up in Sanctuary. I don’t recognize you.” His eyes had taken on a fervent, frightening zeal. “There aren’t any other magicians our age, definitely not any who earned their rings. I’d know. I’d have to know.”

The repetition was made underneath his breath, like he was trying very hard to convince himself of its truth. He frowned, then shook his head. “So, you stole it?”

“Excuse me?” Thea sputtered.

Preppy-college-boy-slash-Oliver stepped forward, but Thea darted out of his space before he could close the gap between them, quickly walking back to the computer screen while pretending she couldn’t feel the heat of his stare against her back.

She didn’t have to pretend for long. He loped after her like an overly excitable evangelical. “Okay, look, I’m sorry for the rude introduction. I didn’t mean anything by it, it’s just…well…”

Thea scoffed at him. “You didn’t mean anything by accusing me of stealing jewelry.”

“No, I really didn’t, I swear. I’ve just been searching for a place like your town for so long….”

She set her shoulders. He’s not worth your time. He’s really, really not worth your time. “No one is searching for Barren’s Peak, my dude.” She turned back to the computer. The ticking clock at the bottom of the test was still moving. Still mocking her. “Now back off, I’m trying to work.”

Oliver didn’t back off. Oliver turned a circle, brow furrowed, then grabbed the nearest chair from an empty table and hauled it over right next to her.

“Okay, personal space,” Thea hissed.

“I’m sorry for being rude,” he apologized again, “but I really need to know where you got that ring.”

“And I really need you to back the fuck off.”

He blinked at her, mouth puckering as he chewed at his inner lip, clearly looking for the correct words to say.

This close, he looked less put together and more…rumpled. Parts of his sweater hugged his frame tightly, but other parts hung loose, like it had been stretched, or slept in. His khakis were creased and scrunched, knees stained with dirt. And the smell of his cologne was even worse, strong enough that she was actually concerned for her health.

Her nose crinkled and she leaned back from him. “Unless you’re about to hand me a hundred bucks, rich boy, I’m going to need you to leave,” Thea told him. “I just got off a ten-hour shift. I’ve got exactly”—she flicked a look at the computer clock—”forty minutes before I need to leave. And I need to finish this test. So I don’t have time for whatever bullshit you’re trying to sell, alright? Find someone else to bother.”

“I’m not trying to bother you. This is important.”

Thea tossed her head back, looked at the ceiling, and threw up a silent prayer to whatever gods were watching to keep her from completely losing her mind.

“I don’t have a hundred dollars.”

Thea’s brow furrowed as she looked back down at him.

“Ummm…would you take twenty?” Oliver asked earnestly. He wriggled in his seat, pulling out a money clip, of all things.

As he pulled a twenty out, the other couple of bills fell to the ground—two tens and a handful of ones.

Thea didn’t help as he bent over, scrabbling to pick them up. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she fumed.

“Twenty,” he finally said, shoving the other bills back into the clip. “And you tell me where you got that ring?”

Thea gaped at him. “You can’t be serious. You’re trying to buy answers out of me.”

“I promise you, I am incredibly serious right now.” Oliver leaned forward, elbows propped on his knees, twenty-dollar bill outstretched between his fingers.

Thea was wholly unimpressed. “Twenty dollars, for my time and sanity. I’m worth more than that.”

He didn’t budge. Thea frowned, watching him intently. His long fingers wrapped around the money clip, stiff with tension. The line of his jaw was held equally tight—either in excitement or fear. And his arms…

“You’re bleeding,” Thea pointed out, eyes catching on a jagged patch of rust red slowly blooming across the wool of his sweater.

Oliver’s head quirked, eyes falling on the patch, and he jerked back suddenly, biting off a curse. “Just cut myself earlier,” he murmured, pressing fingers to the spot.

They came back wet with blood.

“Excuse me,” he said, pushing up from the chair so fast it almost toppled over. “Be right back.”

Thea’s eyes narrowed as she watched him stalk off toward the single bathroom on the other side of the building.

“Thea?” Alice called, voice thick with concern.

“It’s fine.” Thea waved her off, then turned her eyes back to her computer screen.

Unsurprisingly, the test was still stuck on the compare and contrast paragraph. She clicked up to the top, noting with irritation that she had only two questions left. Ten minutes, max. It was due tomorrow. If she shut it all down now and left, she’d have to come back and start over after the party tonight. It should have been a perfectly easy exam—but even while she’d still been in high school, she’d struggled to maintain a halfway decent GPA. There was something about working every waking minute she wasn’t in class or sleeping that somehow sucked up all the brainpower she had. Unfortunately, this exam wasn’t proving to be any different. She was absolutely exhausted, and the library was starting to swim before her eyes.

So she wasn’t coming back.

Gritting her teeth, Thea clicked the CONTINUE symbol at the bottom right of the screen, watching the screen flick to the next question.

She was more than halfway through the next essay—another compare and contrast, this time based on a snippet of text about the moon landing—when Oliver showed up again. He’d lost the blue sweater and was wearing a black T-shirt that was just a little too loose. Maybe, despite the impressively preppy vibes, his sense of fashion wasn’t really that refined. Or maybe he’d skipped a few too many meals on his secret quest for magicians. His forearm was wrapped in white gauze, bright against the tan of his skin, and a small pinprick of blood was already soaking through the fabric.

“That looks like it needs stitches,” Thea commented blithely, inwardly cursing herself for taking her attention away from the damn test again.

Oliver pulled the chair back and sank into it again, letting that ridiculous satchel fall to his feet. “Where’d you get it?” he asked, motioning at her neck again.

This boy was infuriating. Thea leaned back in her chair and pushed the wisps of sweaty hair back from her forehead. Her hand went to her throat again before she could stop herself. She pulled the chain away, staring at the silver ring.

It was a thick silver band, perfectly smooth on the outside, but pockmarked along the inside—seven dots, connected by four swirling strands. Almost like a constellation. And the history of the thing was not something she enjoyed disclosing, especially not to random guys with arrogant attitudes who she didn’t know.

But unfortunately, in her life? Money talked.

“Forty,” she finally said. “I know you have it.”

He froze for a moment, hand outstretched, eyes calculating. Then a sickly smile cracked free. “You got it,” he shot back, digging in his pocket again. He came up with the money clip, and peeled the two remaining tens free, leaving behind a forlorn collection of ones.

Which she would not feel bad about. The man was dressed in cashmere; he was doing just fine.

Oliver passed the cash over the table, and Thea grabbed it, shoving all of her apprehension down so deep she couldn’t feel a thing. “It came from my dead mother,” Thea muttered, letting the ring fall to her throat heavily.

His eyes widened. “She was…she was a magician?”

“I’m not answering any more questions if you’re going to pull that bullshit.”

He shook his head. “Sorry, sorry, I’m not trying to…” His eyes squeezed closed and he took a deep breath. “Do you know where she got it?” he asked after a moment of thought.

Thea’s stomach twisted, gut curdling in irritation. “You have five minutes,” she said, “then I better never see you again.”

“Deal!” he announced, perking up considerably.

Thea ground her teeth. “I have literally zero idea where she got it. She died when I was just a kid. House fire. She didn’t make it. The house was a total loss, but this ring apparently survived. It’s not like I ever saw her with the thing, but my dad gave it to me last year and swore it was hers, so.” Her fingers clenched at her sides. “It’s all I’ve got left from her.”

That and the desperate wish that her mother’s stories were true. That there really were princesses and magic. That the incredibly vivid dreams she still had—her mother’s voice calling her name and singing—were connected somehow, and she was born for more than Barren’s Peak. That she was born for magic.

But she was smarter now.

Magic wasn’t real.

“That’s tragic,” Oliver said, not even trying to hide his enthusiasm now. “But how did your house burn down?”

Thea’s eyes narrowed. “Well, according to all of Barren’s Peak, my mother decided to play arsonist and set fire to it.”

“According to all of Barren’s Peak…?”

Thea glared at him.

“What about according to you?” Oliver asked mildly.

Her scowl grew sharp enough to cut. “She was a good mom. A great mom. Used to take me on bike rides, and to the park, and to the roller rink downtown. Cooked the best food. Curled up in bed with me whenever I had nightmares, loved me no matter what.” Thea stopped suddenly. This guy did not need to be privy to every detail of her life. “She didn’t try to burn our house down,” she finished icily.

“You think someone else did?”

“I think,” Thea spat, “that it’s none of your business. That was ten years ago. Whole town has moved on, myself included. She left me a bunch of happy little memories. And this ring, which I wear to remind myself that, yep, she’s still dead.” She stuffed the bills in her jeans pocket. “Happy now?”

Oliver had gone silent again. She moved to turn back to the computer, but he reached out, long fingers hovering just over her wrist as though he’d meant to grab her but thought better of it.

A good choice on his part. Thea kept pepper spray in her backpack and she was not afraid to use it. Liberally.

“Do they know you’re here?” he asked cryptically.

“Five minutes is up,” Thea said. “Go bother someone else now.”

“I’m serious,” Oliver hissed. “If that ring really belonged to your mother, then she was a part of a very dangerous group of people. The fact that you’re still living here means they don’t know about you, but it’s only a matter of time. I promise you don’t want to be here when they arrive.”

“What,” Thea said snarkily. “Your long-lost magicians? Are they going to magic me away to fairyland?”

Oliver’s eyes scanned the room at her words, but he nodded enthusiastically. “I definitely wouldn’t call it fairyland, but they—”

Thea didn’t even allow him to finish. She was done. “Fuck this,” she muttered, grabbing her notebooks and shoving them in her bag. She’d come back tomorrow morning, finish the test then. Staying here a second longer wasn’t worth it, not when this boy was eyeing her like she was some sort of bug to be studied.

“Wait,” Oliver said, when he realized she was leaving. “Wait, just listen—”

“Nope,” Thea growled. She pushed the rest of the journals into her backpack and threw it over her shoulder. The computer screen still shone bright, taunting her with the almost-finished test, but before she could convince herself otherwise, she signed out.

“Hang on—”

Thea tried to shove past, but Oliver had jumped up and was blocking her path. The bandage around his arm was blooming with blood again. He carded a hand through his hair, leaving it even more disheveled, and he was shaking his head at her, almost in a panic. “Just tell me your name,” he started.

“Leave me alone,” Thea growled. She went to shove past him, but he just mirrored her movements, still blocking her escape. Thea jammed her hand inside her backpack pocket and pulled out her little purple canister, holding the nozzle straight in front of his face. “You need to move,” she said slowly, enunciating each syllable.

“Thea?” Alice called to her from the desk.

Thea swore, but it was enough to freeze Oliver in place long enough for her to skirt out of his reach without using the spray.

“Thea,” she heard him mumble as she darted by.

“I’ll see you, Alice,” she said roughly, not waiting for a response as she tore out of the building and started jogging down the street.

She looked over her shoulder every couple of seconds, even after she turned the corner. Even after ten minutes had passed and she stumbled up Ember’s porch, winded and dripping with sweat.

Oliver never appeared.

But she could still feel the burn of his eyes at her throat, still feel the chill of his voice wrapping around the sound of her name.
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CHAPTER 4

OLIVER

Oliver watched the girl go, tearing from the library like she was afraid of being chased. A curl of guilt pulled at him. He hadn’t meant to make her feel unsafe, or in danger, but…

Well. Maybe he had.

She wore a magician’s ring, after all, the starburst swirl of the Labyrinth imprinted on the inner band. She looked like a normal girl. Acted like a normal girl.

Hell, she probably was a normal girl, and the ring was in no way related to her mother. It was just a random thing she found, and there were no magicians after her, just like there were no magicians after him. He was jumping at coincidences because he was exhausted. Oliver groaned, pushing his glasses up and rubbing at his tired eyes. Then he leaned forward, looking at her computer screen. She’d torn out of the building before making sure the computer had fully shut down, and a pop-up window had appeared, asking if she was sure she wanted to quit. Oliver leaned over the screen and clicked NO.

The remains of a test appeared, a countdown clock still ticking down in the corner and a half-finished sentence about Apollo 11. Frowning, Oliver scrolled to the top. CareerInstituteOnlineHighSchool.com filled the search bar.

She was finishing high school like a normal girl.

There was only one question left on the entire test, with the clock showing that there were eleven minutes left to complete the exam. She’d been working for almost an hour. Another wave of guilt flashed through him at the idea that he’d been the one to chase her off. Oliver looked over his shoulder toward the reception desk, but the woman who’d been manning the counter was no longer there. Decision made, he swung back into the chair, did a quick perusal of the questions, and finished out Thea’s exam, tapping SUBMIT with five minutes to spare. Then he leaned back in the chair and brought out his phone, scratching idly at the bandage around his arm.

He tapped through all of his active message boards, scanning through all of the info he’d already scraped from the dark web—all of the info he’d already read a thousand times.

Theories on deep Appalachia.

Recommendations to trawl off-grid towns, looking for old wives’ tales or locally held superstitions.

No one had outright recommended Barren’s Peak to MONSTERHUNTER19, but Oliver had triangulated enough data from other users to narrow the area down to a swath of a hundred miles. It was pure luck he’d stopped off here yesterday afternoon, looking for gas and water. Pure luck he’d swung the camera to his face at the gas station. Pure luck that he’d spotted the tiny circles of mushrooms peppering the dried-out grass on the side of the road.

Not normal mushrooms. Mushrooms with fuzzy green tops, dripping viscous black liquid. And when he’d walked closer: mushrooms that smelled like rotting bodies left alone in the sun for too long.

It was a miracle no one else around him seemed to notice. Even so, he’d tamped down his excitement. He’d found other towns with evidence of a tear between worlds, and they all held three things in common: a couple of weird plants that no one else could see, the stench of death, and absolutely zero knowledge of magicians.

Until this afternoon, he’d widely regarded Barren’s Peak as much the same.

Except, when he’d followed the smell up a steep hiking path to the prairie area just outside the heavy forest, he’d found more than abnormal plant life.

His fingers rubbed at the rough gauze around his arm. Animal life was new. Tendrils of vegetation had an easier time slipping through the barrier. Animal life was harder. Animal life signaled a larger rip, and a larger rip always required a blood magician to come fix the problem.

All he had to do was find them (completely undetected), follow them back to Sanctuary (completely undetected), retrieve a totally different magician (completely undetected)—

Oliver shook his head and shut down the computer, waiting until it truly turned black this time. He grabbed his bag and looped it over his head, careful not to jar the camera too much. Then he headed out, sparing an absent-minded wave for the librarian who glared at him the entire way out the door.

His car sat on the other side of the empty parking lot—an ‘89 Toyota Corolla that he’d coaxed into this town on nothing but a wing and a prayer. He’d put over a thousand miles on it over the last week, and the “almond beige” body was currently covered in a solid coat of dust and grime. He’d been convinced the mountains of West Virginia would be full of beautiful greenery and winding, scenic roads.

Some of it was, but the back towns were also full of dirt and mud, some areas so washed out from the last round of storms that he’d had to find alternate routes entirely. He twisted the key in the door, waited for the telltale click of the locks to disengage, and swung into the seat. The inside of the car was just as gross as the outside—though this time it wasn’t actual grime. The back seats were filled with blankets, strewn clothes, and boxes of nonperishable food. The passenger seat held dozens of spray vials—some containing the same liquid he’d used this afternoon, some empty. There was a five-gallon carton of 100-proof alcohol in the footwell, a smaller jug of distilled lavender oil, and an old Bunsen burner he’d stolen out of a high school chemistry classroom eight weeks and ten states ago. He’d rarely had the money to be staying at hotels on this journey, and while some nights he checked in to a roadside motel—partly for the comfort of sleeping in a bed, partly for the occasional hot shower with soap—most nights, he drove as far as he could, hitting locations that he’d dug off of the message boards. Searching for any sign of the Labyrinth. Any sign of Sanctuary.

Any sign of Callum.

He started the car, groaning as a wash of hot air smacked him in the face. He didn’t know where exactly he’d grown up—everything about Sanctuary was a secret for a reason—but it was cool, and rainy, and always gray. He wasn’t used to these temperatures—the southern heat of the continental United States, the swamp-like humidity that made it hard to breathe.

Oliver leaned forward, spreading his arms and letting the hot air of the struggling AC blast his eyes. The death weevil proved that he was close—he’d been searching for years and hadn’t seen anything outside of the Labyrinth but the occasional magical plant. The barrier was breaking down. And was breaking down here.

It was the perfect spot for a magician. There had to be one.

Sighing, Oliver pulled out his phone, tapping the GPS to the tiny motel he’d spotted coming into town. He’d grab a shower, wash the stench of lavender off his hands. Then do what he did best while looking for information.

Drive.
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CHAPTER 5

CALLUM

The girl was a problem.

He’d been told that again and again—information pounded into his skull like he was a toddler instead of a perfectly competent member of the Council. Watch the girl. Report on the girl. Above all, stay away from the girl.

Kissing the girl was absolutely off-limits.

He blamed that unfortunate lack of discretion on a combination of months of having no one to talk to but himself, one ridiculously strong IPA, and the fact that the girl in question had initiated the whole thing.

As Oliver always said, Callum was nothing if not a sucker for someone ordering him around.

Not that he should be thinking about Oliver.

Groaning, Callum pushed himself up from the simple rollout mattress that he’d stuffed against the wall of the living room and wandered into the kitchen, where he stared forlornly at the empty cupboards.

He needed to get out to the grocery store again. He was direly low on ramen and jars of marinara. And he didn’t think he could stomach another peanut butter sandwich if his life depended on it.

Technically, he had all the money he could possibly want. The Council wasn’t about to leave one of their magicians high and dry in the middle of Appalachia; of course they’d left him with easy access to a bank account stuffed full of cash and a slew of fake IDs and passports. He could go just about anywhere he wanted and get just about any food he dreamed of so long as it actually existed within a hundred-mile radius, but DoorDashing himself copious amounts of Thai from the grubby little hole-in-the-wall downtown didn’t really feel all that becoming of a setup that required some degree of discretion. Which left him with grocery shopping. But that meant leaving the apartment, and leaving the apartment meant working, and working meant spying on the girl, and spying on the girl….

Well. Loneliness plus IPA plus bossy girl equaled bad news. Been there, done that.

Ergo, peanut butter sandwich it was.

Callum yanked the bread out of his cupboard, the peanut butter out of his fridge, and set to work. When he had two sandwiches piled on his plate, he made his way over to the table and sat down, surveying his domain.

The cabin was a tiny one-bedroom that sat on six acres of forested land overlooking a sliver of lake. It wasn’t a swimming sort of lake—it was so covered in algae Cal didn’t want to think about what kind of brain-eating amoeba he might pick up if he ventured into the water—but it made for an idyllic, picture-perfect kind of country setting. The house was a hidden gem of Barren’s Peak: on enough land that everyone knew of its existence, expensive enough that no one could actually afford to live there. That discretion he was supposed to be practicing was completely wasted on the place, but the Council had purchased the property long before he’d ever moved in, so after he arrived, he’d dropped a couple of easy hints about a wealthy lawyer sibling who’d given him the place in exchange for him keeping up the land, which seemed to be just boring enough for people to quickly lose interest.

He hadn’t bothered to furnish the house beyond the mattress, table, and a small chest of drawers in one of the bedrooms. There wasn’t much point when the call back to Sanctuary could come at any moment. He kept his laptop near him at all times. The chest of drawers contained a couple changes of clothes. His leather jacket hung in the closet—the first and only piece of clothing he’d ever purchased for himself. In each room hung a sachet filled with lavender and star anise—the lavender to slow down any creatures that might come knocking, the star anise because he found he liked the combination of scents. On every wall was a rust-red line, drawn with his pointer finger, dipped in his own blood.

They weren’t so much wards as warnings: He’d feel the moment any other magician arrived. On the bad days, that impending visit was the reason for his nightmares. Barren’s Peak was sweltering heat, mud-thick humidity, and the toxic scent of the paper mill just outside of town, but Barren’s Peak was also freedom. The return to Sanctuary’s dark might just kill him.

Sighing, Callum kicked up his legs on the opposite chair and pulled out his phone. Three missed calls—all from an unknown number—and a missed text.

“Bodes well,” he mumbled, taking a large bite of sandwich. He opened the text first.

Hey man, party tonight, my place. Only gotta bring yourself. See you there

It was from Max—the overly friendly cashier at the local Farm Supply who’d made fast friends with Callum the first day he’d gone in looking for lavender. Callum hadn’t known how to handle the other boy’s genial nature. They had exactly one conversation about herbal varieties in the state of West Virginia, and suddenly he was getting invited to parties every weekend. Parties he’d largely avoided until last month, when the lure of friendly conversation finally got to be too much.

His phone buzzed again, and Callum almost dropped it in surprise. Another text message, another unknown number.

Council en route, your removal to Sanctuary requested. Prepare for extraction within 48 hours.

Callum gazed down at the phone, stomach sinking through his shoes.

Council en route

The magicians were coming to finish out the job that Callum had been on for the better part of six months. To bring the girl to Sanctuary and set things right again.

Your removal to Sanctuary requested

You’ll be going back before any of this happens because despite the fact that you’ve proven your loyalty again and again, Oliver’s existence will always taint your record, so get used to being pulled out of any and every mission before anything interesting actually happens.

Prepare for extraction in 48 hours.

You’re leaving. In 48 hours.

Callum bit down on his inner cheek hard enough that he tasted blood. Six months he’d spent in this place, doing absolutely nothing but sending weekly updates on a girl who shouldn’t exist and streaming liberal amounts of shitty reality TV.

And they were the best six months of his life.

Callum finished the first sandwich, swallowing heavily around a mouth full of chalky peanut butter. Then he texted back.

Understood.

He thumbed off his phone, trying to ignore the despair clawing and scratching inside his chest. Back to Sanctuary, where he wouldn’t see real daylight for who knows how long, where no one smiled, not really, not unless someone else was in pain, where there were definitely no bossy girls with beautiful green eyes trying to kiss him.

When he hit his limit for moping, he threw himself up from the table and collected his boots, lacing them with practiced ease.

There was duty to the job, and there was suicidal obsession. He was well aware that he bordered on the latter—Oliver had always made that very clear.

So for once, just once, he was going to go enjoy a night.

Before going back home.
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CHAPTER 6

CALLUM

The sleek body of the Ducati hummed underneath him as Callum coaxed it up a dirt road full of rippling canyons and pot-holes. Max Miller’s barn was just south of Barren’s Peak, halfway up a mountain, and while it was nearly impossible to get to without destroying a car, the gorgeous bike handled the terrain with ease. And sure, it was garish and the opposite of stealth, but he’d bought the thing on a whim the first week out of Sanctuary—his first and possibly only act of rebellion—and he had no intention of letting it sit gathering dust on what was quite probably their last night together.

It gave a throaty growl underneath him as he revved up the last hill and left the trees behind. A small white house sat perched at the end of that winding lane, and behind that were fifty solid acres of property. Almost all the land had gone fallow—fields were overgrown with weeds, or sludgy with mud from all the recent storms. A pair of copper-red barns sat far in the distance—according to Max, once used for drying thousands of pounds of tobacco plants, now used to house barrels of bathtub gin and a bunch of rusting farm equipment.

A long line of cars was parked up and down the road and into the grass. Callum eased the bike into the field and pulled his helmet off, shaking his curls free of its sticky insulation. The sound of the party was already echoing out over the fields, the thrashing boom of bass filtering through crackling speakers, shaking the quiet from the mountain. Callum hung the helmet on the handlebar of the bike and tucked his hands into his pockets, heading toward the noise.

The barn loomed ahead, jagged sides clawing into the dark night sky. The music got louder as he passed clumps of people—leaning over cars, passing around red Solo cups of liquor. The closer he got to the heart of the party, the thicker the scent of cigarettes and weed became, and when he finally pushed inside the barn, the sparkling fairy lights someone had hung through the rafters were almost completely invisible due to smoke. Callum ducked underneath a low-hanging rafter and made his way to the back corner, where the largest group of kids stood around a keg. He would find Max, say hello, thank him for the invite, maybe have a beer or two, then head back home again.

Where he’d sit in stale silence counting down the minutes until the Council came to collect him.

A scowl tugged at his lower lip. But what else was he supposed to do? Find Thea here? And then do what? Warn her?

Absolutely not, that was a nonstarter.

Make out with her again?

The scowl grew further. Loneliness could explain away a whole lot, but that didn’t make anything he was doing right. It was bad enough he’d given her Cal—a ridiculous nickname that Oliver had used for years. He wasn’t stupid enough to think that the Council was going to suffer that little misstep. And how exactly was he planning on explaining this all to her once they were safely back in Sanctuary? Yes, I was watching you, sorry you got kidnapped, also this is your life now, get used to the dark and the cold, and while you’re at it, get used to never seeing your family again, but hey, at least you got eighteen halfway decent years first.

Callum winced and rubbed at the back of his neck. No. She got eighteen years of naivete. Sure, Sanctuary wasn’t exactly easy living, but there were heroes, and there were villains. Callum was proud to be a member of the first category. He would die for the Council. And she would too.

She just didn’t seem the type to forgive him first.

Hell, he needed something stronger than beer.

Callum nudged his way through the crowd by the keg and wound up near a rickety bookshelf full of liquor. He grabbed the first bottle he could reach—the world’s cheapest whiskey—and poured a shot’s worth into a red Solo cup.

The extraction was definitely for the best. Any longer in this world and he was going to drown in self-loathing, which was honestly just pathetic.

Callum swallowed the whiskey and crumpled the cup, tossing it in a trash bin by the door before heading back out into the night. It didn’t take long for the liquor to do its job, lazily unspooling in his belly and filling him with a sort of sedated warmth. Like usual, his magic flared up as soon as it sensed the alcohol in his bloodstream, trying to expel the toxin, but it quickly dulled as the warmth hit it, too. He’d heard stories of magicians who specialized in healing—magicians who were able to easily purge poison from their veins, knit together mortal wounds, bring themselves and others back from the verge of death—but he wasn’t one of them. No, he, like the majority of the magicians at Sanctuary, was relegated to depleting someone else’s life force if he wanted to go messing around with his health, or using his own life force if he wanted to help someone else.

Generally speaking? Not worth it for a hangover.

The sounds of the party followed him around the side of the barn, but they were muffled back here, swallowed up by the open fields. Somehow, surrounded by all these people, he felt lonelier than ever.

Sighing, Callum trudged until he reached a series of wooden fence posts that had been hammered into the ground but never attached to one another. He looked up at the sky. Clouds were rolling away, revealing sparkling stars and constellations that were so clear, they popped out of the night.

That was one thing he was never going to forget: the stunning clarity of the night sky.

A shout in the distance pulled Callum back to the present, and his eyes narrowed as he watched a muscular boy the size of a linebacker stalk predatorily toward a single girl.

Thea LaGuerre stood the guy down, irritation evident in the sharp line of her profile, even from this far away.

Callum leaned against the fence post, watching curiously. Her hair was braided into two long plaits, and she wore a bright white tank top with a dark blue flannel shirt tied easily around her waist and hanging down over her dark jeans. The first time he’d met her, she was wearing the same flannel, though that time it was paired with a T-shirt that said BAN THE FASCISTS SAVE THE BOOKS in bright orange. At the time, he couldn’t help but think that Oliver and her would have made fast friends.

That was about twenty minutes before they were curled in the corner of the barn, her fingers twisted in the collar of his jacket, his lips pressed against hers. At that point, he decided she and Oliver definitely never needed to meet.

Mr. Linebacker stepped forward, throwing an arm around her shoulders. He pulled her in for a hug, whispering something into her ear.

Thea shoved him off easily.

Callum could practically feel the burn of her glare all the way over here.

Part of him wanted to go over there and interrupt whatever this was. A larger part of him knew he needed to walk away. Now was not the time to be playing rescuer, and from what he knew of Thea, she was more than capable of taking care of herself.

Still, he couldn’t stop watching the exchange. They clearly knew each other—their volume increased just enough that he was catching partial bits of their conversation. Something about being in class together. Another something about petty larceny. Just when Callum had finally convinced himself to leave well enough alone, the boy reached for her, ducking his head down and clearly going for a kiss.

Callum was pushing off the fence post before he could stop himself, anger churning deep in his gut.

But Thea just took a step back. Shook her head and smiled at the other boy.

Then yanked back and punched him in the face.
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CHAPTER 7

THEA

Bryson Sandstrom let out a howl of anguish as he staggered backward, both hands grabbing at his nose that was already spurting blood. “What the Juck,” he hissed, syllables slurred with pain. “Seriously, what the—”

“Stay away from me,” Thea snapped, then whirled on her heel and stalked away, entire body thrumming with satisfaction.

She’d been right earlier. Throwing a punch really did make her feel better.

And seriously, what was he expecting? Throwing an arm around her shoulders, offering to get her a drink, whispering about how comfortable the back bed of his janky pickup truck was. For fuck’s sake, he was lucky all he got was a hit to the face. Next time she’d have no problem emptying an entire canister of pepper spray straight into his eyeballs.

A couple of people were jogging toward Bryson now, who was still howling like he’d been shot. Thea ignored them, shaking out the residual numbness in her hand and hoping more than anything that she’d managed to break his nose.

She surveyed the party, anger a noose around her throat. Ember had disappeared over an hour ago, which meant she was somewhere deep in the barn, which meant Thea was going to have to hunt her down if she wanted a chance at getting her car keys and getting the hell out of here.

And really, she should have known better. If Ember wanted to hang around this crowd, good on her, Thea had better shit to do with her time—

Someone brushed her arm and she spun again, fist drawn back.

Cal didn’t flinch away from her, just stood, calm in his black jeans, black boots, black leather jacket. “You okay?” he asked, voice deep and gravelly. “That guy bothering you?” His head jerked at Bryson.

There was a honeyed warmth to his words, a semblance of an accent that she’d tried to pick apart the last time they’d met. An all too familiar flush of heat rose to Thea’s cheeks. She lowered her fist and looked down at her hand. A smear of blood stained her pointer finger. “Not anymore,” she said, scrubbing it against her jeans as a shudder of disgust worked its way down her spine.

Bryson let out another yelp from the pack of boys that had surrounded him.

“I think you broke his nose,” Cal noted.

Thea’s eyebrows rose. “I’m not going to apologize for that.”

“You shouldn’t. He deserved worse.”

Well, she certainly didn’t disagree there.

Her eyes fell, landing on the band around Callum’s ring finger. She’d tried to ask him about it the first time they met. He’d only given a flustered response about how someone gave it to him a long time ago, so she’d kept pushing until he swore it wasn’t one of those ridiculous promise rings that half the teens wore in this town. At which point, she’d kissed him. And he’d kissed her back. And it was really, really good. And then he’d disappeared before dawn like a damn vampire and she hadn’t seen him since.

Until right now.

Cal shuffled awkwardly and shoved his hands in his pockets, the flash of silver ducking out of sight.

“There’s alcohol in the barn,” Thea said quickly, trying to cover for the awkward pause. “If you want a drink—”

“No thanks,” Cal said hurriedly.

The ethereal glow of the moonlight surrounded him, catching in the dark curls of his hair. Thea tilted her head, waiting for him to make the next move. There was always a magnetic strangeness about Cal, like he was holding so many secrets to his chest that they’d created their own gravitational pull. The first time they’d met had been at a party just like this one. Thea had given her name, and Cal had stared at her for just a beat too long, brow furrowed like he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to respond. When I’m Callum finally slipped free, it felt somehow earned.

And when she’d said Can I call you Cal? his jaw had tightened, and for a second, just a second, he looked like he was going to tell her no, but then…

He’d nodded. Said yes.

It had felt like a part of himself that no one else shared, and she couldn’t help the shiver of excitement as she recounted the entire thing to Ember the next day. Cal, she’d murmured.

Oh my god, you’re so far gone, Ember had thrown back.

Thea shook her head, forcing herself back to the present. She could feel sweat beading at her hairline, but the boy who stood before her looked carved out of stone, with the kind of chiseled, dark features found in statues rather than flesh. He held himself so still that she could almost imagine he was a statue, sterile gray eyes frozen over, staring straight through her body.

But then he blinked and they were warm again; he shuffled on his feet and the illusion was broken.

“Walk?” she finally asked, pointing to the far end of the unfinished fence. Cal hesitated a second, but then nodded and held out an arm for her, like he was some gentleman in a regency drama. Thea almost took it, but shook her head out of principle more than anything. He didn’t seem upset, just tucked his hands back in his pockets and walked by her side, holding himself just far enough away that there was no chance of an inadvertent touch.

This close, Thea could catch the faintest whiff of lavender.

Max said he came into Farm Supply, Ember had said. Bought out their entire stock of lavender plants. It was nothing like Oliver’s potent cologne, just the fresh green scent from handling too many herbs.

“Why do you come to these?” Cal asked as they came to the last fence post. “You don’t strike me as someone who cares about parties.”

Thea paused, leaning against the fence post, eyes slowly tracing up the line of his jaw. “You don’t know anything about me,” she blurted.

“I know that you can break someone’s nose with one punch,” Cal said with a wry grin.

“Lovely.”

“I know that you…” He stopped. Swallowed hard. “Never mind,” he said somberly.

Thea frowned at him. The wind picked up, blowing over the sound of happy yelling and music. Not all that far away, people were actually dancing, drinking, and having fun. Out here in the middle of the field, she’d punched one boy and had led another so far off course that any sort of “fun” seemed to be out of the question. Per usual, Thea really was the life of the party. “So why are you here?” she asked. “You don’t strike me as a barn party type either. But this is twice I’ve seen you at one.”

Cal shrugged and looked up at the sky, even though the clouds had swept in again and muted all of the stars. “There are people here,” he said. “And sometimes I am lonely.”

The candidness was almost embarrassingly raw, and yet Cal didn’t seem humiliated. Just truthful.

Thea looked back down at her hand, where she could no longer see the flecks of Bryson’s blood, but could still feel them, impossibly itching underneath her skin. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “I get that.” One of her braids had come loose during her brief moment of violence, so she reached up, finger combing through the thick blonde waves and forcing them back into submission. She twisted the hair tie back around the end, then pushed herself up, arms crossed over her chest. “But hey, you’ve got tons going for you. You can leave anytime. Jet off into the sunset, never look back.”

Cal just shook his head. “It’s not that easy.”

“Isn’t it?”

His eyes met hers. “You’re still here, too. Why haven’t you cut loose?”

Thea scoffed. “Look, I was born and bred right here in Barren’s Peak. My dad’s been here his whole life. And his parents before him. Not saying I don’t dream of bigger and better things, but I’m being realistic here. Truth is, we were all born in West Virginia dirt, and we’ll all die in West Virginia dirt.”

“So you’ve never wanted anything more?” Callum asked.

“Maybe.” She shrugged. “But this dirt runs in our veins. There are enough of us buried here that the land remembers our souls. You get too far away from home, something’s bound to call you back. And no matter how far I go?” She waved her hands wide. “Barren’s Peak will call me back.”

Now Cal was openly staring at her, looking at her with eyes full of sadness.

Thea’s stomach sank like a stone. “Oh shit,” she said, grimacing. “I’m sorry, small talk and I don’t mix, I just get all pretentious and philosophical, I’m not trying to be a total dick, I swear I just—”

“No,” he considered. “You’re right. Home is always calling you back.”

The night fell silent between them, the only noise the sound of cicadas buzzing in the trees and the faraway beat of music coming from the barn. Thea couldn’t help but feel like she’d botched the entire conversation, but she wasn’t about to give up that easily. She could have a normal conversation. It couldn’t possibly be that hard. “Riddle me this,” she announced, turning the interview to him. “Why the bike?”

A grin tugged at Cal’s mouth. “It’s fast.”

“And dangerous,” Thea pointed out. “Do you know how many people have died riding those things on the mountain highways? Not the way I’d want to go out.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about me,” Cal said. He looked down at his hands, flexing his fingers. Once again, that bright silver band flashed in the moonlight. He didn’t hide it, just stared at it with dark, wounded eyes.

“You sure that’s not a promise ring?” she blurted.

Cal blinked down at her. “Positive. Just a gift. Kind of a tradition where I grew up. End of…” He tripped on whatever word he was trying to say, twisting it into something else. “…school thing.”

Thea leaned against the post, a flush starting in her toes and crawling all the way up her spine. “Good,” she said.

He was still staring at her, gray eyes bright in the light of the moon. He pulled his lower lip between his teeth, considering something. “Why?” he finally asked. “You planning on kissing me again?”

The stars sparkled above her, and her heartbeat fluttered inside her chest. The dregs of adrenaline from punching Bryson Sandstrom had whirled to life again, reinvigorated by Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome looking down at her like she actually meant something.

“Maybe,” Thea said. Her entire body buzzed with anticipation as she quirked her head, waiting just a beat for his tiny nod. Then she rose up on the balls of her feet, wrapped her hands around the back of his neck, and tugged him down to meet her lips.

His lips were soft and his mouth tasted of wintergreen gum. His eyes fluttered closed, lashes brushing against her own.

Thea held on tight as the spark between them grew and she felt a sudden tug of desire deep in her belly.

He pulled away first, his smile finally reaching his eyes.

“Still a really good kisser,” Thea murmured, letting her fingers slide from the back of his neck and falling back on her feet. “Figures. Ember is always right.”

“Ember?” Callum asked.

Thea opened her mouth to explain but couldn’t get another word out before the screaming started.
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CHAPTER 8

OLIVER

Oliver twirled the motel keychain around and around his pointer finger as he regarded the musty room with dismay.

The bed was made—but the threadbare coverlet was so faded with age it looked taupe instead of the original red. The floor was freshly vacuumed, but when he’d turned on the lights, a cockroach the size of his thumb had scurried underneath the baseboards. And the ancient AC unit up against the wall had looked appealing in the stifling heat—but the second he’d tried to turn it on, the fan clunked to life alongside the sinister stench of something burning.

He’d quickly turned it back off again.

He didn’t have high hopes for a good night’s sleep. He didn’t even have hopes for a quick shower, given that the tub was so speckled with rust it was probably more of a health hazard than he should be risking. Still, the stench of lavender was caked into his body—ideal for frightening off any further death weevils, not so ideal for getting information out of locals.

The water pressure proved to be as exceptional as the rest of the building. After five minutes of scrubbing in the singular sputtering jet, Oliver gave up and stepped out, wrapping a towel around his waist. He leaned against the sink, regarding himself in the fogged-up mirror.

He looked exhausted. Bruise-dark circles hung below his eyes. The bridge of his nose was starting to peel from the awful sunburn he’d picked up last week when he’d gotten out of his car at a scenic overlook and hiked halfway up a mountain, chasing a trail of purple and white flowers that ended up being nothing more than a trail of purple and white flowers. His hazel eyes were muddy in the yellow-toned lights of the bathroom, and his hair fell in wet clumps over his forehead, strands limp and flat—long overdue for a cut that he just hadn’t been bothered to give himself.

And the spot just below his collarbone was itching uncontrollably.

Oliver pressed a hand there. After two years, it was no longer scabbed over, but the skin was still raised and red, still rough under his fingertips. He traced the ugly slash, barely keeping himself from digging his nails in. Disfiguring scars were bad enough without him drawing even more blood.

The impulse to scratch was almost unbearable. He curled his nails, and dug in—

Just like that, the sensation vanished, leaving a numb nothingness in its place.

Cool. Add the sudden appearance of phantom pain two years after the injury to his list of complaints, why the hell not.

Sighing dramatically, Oliver tucked his head in his hands, finally letting the frustration of the day wash over him.

His arm was burning again—he’d already gone through three rolls of gauze since morning, and it still wouldn’t close up. And his message boards had gone silent, the last of the notes from ENTSFOREVER1379 stating a simple sorry dude, better luck next time at his plea for another Appalachian lead.

He’d gotten so close.

Something was here. He knew something was here. The death weevil proved it. The girl…Thea. She proved it.

And still, he had no answers.

Oliver swallowed hard and pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. Some days, he drove and drove, pushed and pushed, and ended up too tired to feel anything at all. Some days, no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t drive far enough, couldn’t move fast enough, couldn’t outrun the crushing weight of loneliness that made him want to curl up in a ball and cry.

He didn’t have a home. He didn’t have a family. And sure, he could find a place, settle down, get a real job, move on with his life, but—

He forced a slow breath, letting his mind slip to that space beneath his heartbeat. He could sense power there, the huddled, twisting mass of darkness pressing at the cage of his ribs.

He breathed out, letting his hand fall to his chest, fingers brushing against his skin. Curls of power grew, tendrils reaching tentatively out, stretching along the lengths of his arms, pressing against his fingertips, a murmuring buzz rising in his ears, wanting more—

A flash of pain caused him to gasp, and his eyes shot open again. Nausea bubbled up in his throat as the darkness retreated, huddling as small as it could within its forced bounds. Oliver retched into the sink and groaned, wiping at eyes that were suddenly wet.

He drew his fingers back, saw them stained with blood.

“Shit,” he mumbled, pulling up the edge of his towel and wiping frantically at his face. Two small spots of red smeared across the bleached white terrycloth.

Blood magic. His birthright. A power that could coax out truth, summon souls, stop someone’s heart in their chest. More importantly, a power that could close the Labyrinth barrier entirely.

And a power that Oliver had been sealed off from, two years ago when he was cast from the steps of Sanctuary.

He still found himself reaching for it anytime he was frustrated or defeated. Anytime he needed a little help. But every time he did, he suffered for it. The magic was locked away, stuck with no outlet. He could feel it there, could reach for it and brush against it, but every time, the energy would build, pressure swelling and exploding blood vessels. He knew if he didn’t pull away in time, it would only take seconds before it killed him.

That didn’t stop Oliver from grasping at it like a lifeline.

He rubbed at his eyes again, satisfied when the towel came back clean, then looked back at the mirror. The vessels in his eyes were reddened—like he’d been crying—but there weren’t any other visible signs of damage. Just a hurt in his very soul, the kind that never stopped aching.

Oliver let out an unsteady sigh and pushed himself back from the sink. “Come on,” he muttered to himself, heading back into the main room and digging through his bag for his only other clean shirt and pants. He wasn’t defeated yet. He was closer than he’d ever been, and now was not the time to give in. “You’re fine. It’s going to be fine.” He frowned. “And you’re talking to yourself again. Excellent.”

It was a habit he’d picked up outside of Sanctuary, when sometimes he’d drive so long he didn’t have conversation for days. That was when the loneliness really started to set in. When the silence got to be so much that he didn’t know if he was really alive or still stuck in Sanctuary, in that horrible cell, in the dark, in the dark—

“You are fine,” Oliver reiterated, yanking his first aid kit out of his bag.

Rolling out another length of gauze, Oliver made quick work of bandaging his arm again, wincing as the fabric pulled tight around the dime-sized chunk of missing skin. Then he slipped into a pair of brown linen pants and buttoned his white shirt, rolling and cuffing the sleeves at his elbows, careful not to disturb the bandage. He considered the blue sweater again, then considered the heat, then considered the fact that it was his very favorite sweater, then considered the fact that the cashmere was probably permanently bloodstained now, and the odds of salvaging it were worse than the odds of thrifting another very favorite cashmere sweater.

Oliver balled up the sweater and tossed it into the trash bin before zipping up his bag mournfully. Then he regarded the musty bed again, frowning. Part of him would rather spend another night in his car than sleep in a cockroach-infested room. But he also had no intention of paying eighty bucks for the privilege of flaccid water pressure and nothing else.

Besides. Cockroaches were nothing compared to Sanctuary vermin.

Oliver grabbed the motel key and let the door swing shut behind him. The attendant at the desk barely looked at him as he passed, just lackadaisically typed something into the computer system then waved him off with a half-hearted goodbye. Oliver was all too happy to avoid the awkward small talk.

Back outside, the heat had dissipated slightly with the setting sun, but the humidity was still enough to choke Oliver. He grimaced as he yanked open his car door and tossed his bag in before rifling around in the cup well for his hard-won bottle of Prozac. He tapped out a blue pill into the palm of his hand and swallowed it dry, regarding the almost-empty bottle with dejection. Trying to get prescribed something for anxiety and depression when he’d first come out of Sanctuary was a dead end. Contrary to popular belief, schools for blood magicians didn’t provide much in the way of mental health care. Schools that banished those blood magicians did even less. He didn’t have a permanent address, a driver’s license, or even a birth certificate. The only doctor he’d found that would straight up consent to seeing him was a creepy back-alley dude with terrible halitosis and a police record who wrote him a scrip for a ninety-day supply of Prozac.

Which was almost gone.

Sighing, Oliver tossed the near empty container back in the well and pushed the door closed. He leaned against the body of the car and pulled out his camera, holding the viewfinder to his eye.

In the darkness, the camera showed mostly shadows, and the occasional streak of orange. When he’d first bought the thing, that had set his heart racing, but after half a dozen false alarms, he’d quickly realized that there were completely mundane soundwaves that would trigger the color. The trill of birdsong. A whisper of wind. His own sniffling nose, when his allergies got particularly bad. Apparently magical cameras could also pick up on sound, who knew.

Now, as he swung his head around, he got much of the same—a swath of orange around the wind-touched trees at the edge of the parking lot, the dark, shadowed shapes of the motel and road, and—

A flicker of blue along the curb.

Oliver swallowed hard and pulled the camera away from his face. With his naked eye, the streetlights illuminated more than the camera, but the curb of the sidewalk circling the motel was barren. He held the camera up again.

Another flash of blue, slightly further down the path.

Palms sweating, Oliver pushed off from the car and started following the sidewalk around to the back of the motel. Behind the building was more parking lot surrounded by more forest, but it looked like there was a dirt road that edged along the last of the lot and disappeared into the trees. Frowning, Oliver jogged back inside to the reception desk.

“Hey, where does the road go?”

The guy at the computer barely lifted his head. “Huh?”

“The road,” Oliver pressed, excitement beating an uneven rhythm in his chest. “Behind this place. There’s a dirt road, where does it go?”

The clerk finally looked up at him and shrugged. “It’s just a quad trail,” he said lazily.

“Quad trail,” Oliver repeated slowly.

“Yeah. Quads.” The clerk looked at him expectantly, then rolled his eyes when he realized Oliver was completely lost. “You know, ATVs? Four wheelers? Kids go out there and mess around. They all lead up to farm land; most of ‘em are too narrow to take a car. Bunch of ‘em are probably out there tonight. It’s Miller’s barn party.”

“Miller’s barn party?”

“Dude throws one every couple of weeks. Everyone shows up.”

Oliver chewed his lower lip, thinking. “How else can I get there?”

The clerk looked at him blankly.

“To the barn party,” Oliver said quickly. “How else can I get up there besides the…” He frowned. “Quad trail?”

“I don’t know, man, Google it.” The clerk shook his head, then looked back down at the computer again, done with the conversation.

Oliver mulled over his words as he headed back outside, holding the camera back up to his face. The blue on the sidewalk had faded completely, but he kept walking, following the walkway around the building. A dim smudge of blue was still along the parking lot on the other side of the building, and he chased it on foot until coming to the base of the trees.

Smears of blue coated the bark, like thumbprints left along each tree, lighting a breadcrumb path. But Oliver pulled the camera away from his face, dismay sinking like a stone in his gut.

The clerk was right—the path was overgrown with trees, scraggly with roots, and way too narrow for a car. There was no way to follow, unless he went on foot. And he had a sneaking suspicion that he did not want to be following whatever this was on foot.

Oliver yanked out his phone and pulled up a map, pushing at it with his thumb and forefinger until he found the right place.

One farm was only a quarter of a mile from here, accessible by that quad trail. If he followed the main road, it should only take him ten minutes. Oliver sucked in a breath, then snagged his car keys from his pocket and sprinted back to his car.

There were far worse things than weevils hidden within the Labyrinth.

The kinds of monsters that lived on human flesh.
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CHAPTER 9

THEA

The loud boom of the bass shook the ground as Thea ran toward the party. Somewhere, Cal was behind her, yelling her name, but she could barely hear him over the shrieking that was coming from inside the barn. A girl was screaming in anguish, panicked pleas for help ratcheting up in intensity so quickly that she wanted to cover her ears, but she pressed on, desperate to find Ember.

Another cry started, then another, each one so loud Thea could barely see straight, each one cutting off far too abruptly.

She shoved through a tangled mass of people at the door to the barn, their drunken energy now charged with fear as they ran. “Ember!” she cried out.

Someone snagged her by the arm, pulling her back hard, and she turned, catching Cal’s eyes.

“We need to leave,” he yelled. “Now!“

She shook her head hard. “Ember’s in there!” she yelled, and kept pushing forward. People shoved against her, trying to escape the confines of the barn, but Thea stubbornly held her ground.

“Ember!” she cried out again.
Another scream started up, this one going on even longer, before faltering and cutting off with a wet gurgle. The metallic scent of blood sliced through the air, hitting her so hard she smacked a hand against her mouth, trying desperately to force down roiling nausea as she finally succeeded in getting through the door.

A keg of beer sat near one wall, discarded red cups littering the floor. Two tiny speakers were propped up in the joint of a wooden beam, an awful buzzing from disconnected Bluetooth making Thea’s ears hurt. Dancing strands of fairy lights were hung in the loft, twinkling joyfully, illuminating…

Illuminating the bodies.

Two high schoolers she and Ember had followed in were slumped against the wall. Just an hour ago, they’d been excitedly peppering Ember with questions on how to go to college. Now, one had her eyes closed, head slumped on her chest, a trickle of blood glistening from her ear down her arm. The other lay propped against her, her mouth wide open in a silent scream, her eyes—

Thea shook her head hard, taking a step back. The girl’s eyes were missing entirely, leaving only two dark wounds where they’d been, a sludgy trail of blood sliding from each. Something moved near the girl’s feet, and Thea watched as a small mouse-sized creature scurried up her legs. A sparkling blue glow surrounded it, so unearthly beautiful. It paused at the curve of the girl’s throat, and a ripple shook down its spine as it straightened, head turning toward Thea.

Glistening black ears. Sleek cheekbones. Two slits where a nose should be, oily smooth skin stretched over rigid, sharp bone—

It quirked its head, face backlit by the flickering bulbs. Its mouth opened, revealing jagged, blood-stained teeth.

A monster.

A whimper escaped between Thea’s fingers as it gave a low hiss, a sound that cut through the screams of the night and hooked around her heart with ice-cold claws.

Thea took another step back, tearing her eyes from the thing long enough to spot another body, curled by the stairs to the loft, red soaking into the hay, and a fourth body on the other side of the barn, shirt ripped open to reveal another one of the creatures gnawing on exposed muscle—

She whirled around and ran, bile burning the back of her throat.

Ember wasn’t here. She wasn’t here, and Thea had to get out—

One of the creatures whizzed by her head, the hissing growing so loud she swore her eardrums would burst. Then another latched onto her pants; a third landed on her shoulder. The sharp claws clutched the curve of her collarbone. Pain seared down her shoulder, and Thea swore, reaching up and closing her fingers around the meat of its body and tearing it free. She yelped as another landed in the crook of her elbow, and another clung to her neck, another her thigh—

“Thea!”
She was going to die.

It was a knowledge that thrummed through every fiber of her being, as she felt the skittering of beings all over her body, as their hissing grew so loud in her ears she could hear nothing else; she was going to die.

She could hear Cal’s voice over the screaming, tried to orient herself again, but she couldn’t find the door. Another monster landed in her hair. Everything glowed blue, sparkling iridescence glittering in her vision no matter where she looked. Thea smacked against them all but they refused to let go, they hissed, and snarled, and—

Somewhere she could hear the fragments of a song, a simple melody far, far away. It was coming from somewhere inside her head, a melody that was so familiar, and yet so distant. The creatures clawed at her, and all Thea could feel was ripping, blistering pain….

“Asac!“

Cal’s shout rang throughout the barn, and a dozen monsters froze against her, then dropped off one by one, the quiet tinkle of bells sounding as each hit the wood floor.

Outside the confines of the barn, people still screamed, but it was a hollow, haunted sound. Thea could hear herself gasping over the buzz of the disconnected speakers, could sense Cal moving near her, but everything else was still.

She stumbled forward, then fell, catching herself with one outstretched hand. The wood floor scraped against her palm, but that flare of hurt was nothing compared to the dozen other points of agony along her body, bright sparks of pain that cut through the haze of her mind. Her heart was in her throat as she furiously patted herself down, waiting to feel hot blood slicking down her side, spurting from every place the monsters had perched. Waiting to die.

Her eyes dropped to the barn floor, where the rat-sized bodies lay. Each was smoking, breaking apart into smaller pieces, disintegrating to ash and leaving nothing but a black smear against the ground. All around her was the same—the bodies of a hundred monsters, the smell of sulfur, the empty sound of the dead.

Someone swore loudly beside her, then Cal was there, one hand cupping the side of her jaw. Her vision was hazy, wavering in the dim light, and she looked toward him, watching his mouth move.

“Thea,” he called to her. “Thea.”

“I’m alright,” she breathed, looking back at her body and pulling at her clothes. Nothing clung there anymore. She held her arms out, turning them back and forth, staring at the unblemished skin with nauseous relief. She rubbed forcefully at the back of her neck where so many had perched, but there wasn’t even a scratch. “I’m alright?”

He was still talking, some jumble of curse words and other words she couldn’t understand. He pressed a hand to her arm, his own palm sticky with hot blood.

You’re hurt, Thea tried to say, but she couldn’t find the energy to open her mouth again. A burning itch stretched along her wrist, and Thea tore her arm away, scrambling backward. A streak of Cal’s blood stood out, bright against the milky white skin of her wrist.

“You’re alright,” Cal said. Her own words, parroted back at her, filled with incredulity. He blinked heavily and swayed on his knees, catching himself with his injured hand against the floor. She sucked in a breath, eyes falling to the bloody print left in its wake. The last monster lay there, smoking but not disintegrating. It had tiny hands, tiny feet, hundreds of razor-sharp scales, all soaked in blood. A nightmarish creature that couldn’t possibly be real.

Cal’s fingers twitched against the floor, and he mumbled something again, a foreign word that throbbed in her ears.

The wings crumpled first, and within seconds, the entire creature was nothing but a tiny pile of ash, and a single black streak that looked like oil.

Or blood.

She looked up again to see the gray of Cal’s eyes roll back, just in time to watch him topple over.

“Cal!” Thea yelped, struggling toward him.

“Holy hell, I hate fairies.”

Thea swung around at the new voice, mouth open in shock as the boy from the library stepped through the door.

“Oliver?” she whispered.

A beaten-up camera swung at his neck, sweat dripped down the sides of his temples, his glasses sat cockeyed on his nose, and yet somehow he looked triumphant as he stalked forward and knelt at Cal’s side.

Oliver reached out, grabbing Cal’s limp wrist and feeling for a pulse. “You fucking disaster,” he breathed almost reverently. For a moment, everything was so still she was certain Oliver had stopped breathing entirely, but then he sank back on his knees and gave her a tired grin. “Fairies,” he repeated. “Nasty little pests. Really like the taste of humans.” He frowned, looking her over, then gave a little nod as if satisfied by some unknown puzzle he’d just solved. “And yet, you’re perfectly fine.”

What? Thea wanted to ask, but she was too dizzy to make her voice work again.

Oliver reached down and yanked Cal’s arm over his shoulder. He stumbled a little underneath the other boy’s dead weight, but still managed to move forward. “Come on,” he ordered Thea.

Thea blinked up at him, but Oliver didn’t wait, just started dragging Cal toward the barn door. Thea looked down at her wrist again, still feeling the ghostly memory of sharp claws wrapped around her arm. She rubbed her fingers over the smooth skin. Cal’s dried blood flecked off, revealing no sign of any damage at all, not a scratch. She tilted her head up. Her vision sparked with dizzy shock, but she could still make out the shapes of the other bodies—people who hadn’t been nearly as lucky as her.

Thea kept her hands by her sides. “What is happening?” she finally managed to murmur, but Oliver had already maneuvered Cal out of the barn and had disappeared from sight.

Thea tilted, looking back at the bodies still motionless on the floor, at the twinkling lights still dancing, at the broken speakers. She shoved herself up and lurched to the door, half-falling out of the barn.

Outside, clouds were rolling in, and the starry skies were heavy with the smell of impending rain. Oliver staggered toward a rusty Corolla parked haphazardly right outside the barn door. Most of the other cars were already gone, only a couple still peeling out of their muddy spots.

“I need to find Ember,” she stammered, turning in a slow circle as she tried to locate the blue Honda.

Oliver paused, looking back at her. “No offense, but we need to leave.” He yanked open the back door of the Corolla and awkwardly deposited Cal inside. “They’ll be back,” he warned, gesturing to the barn. “So I’d kind of like to be anywhere but here at that point.”

Thea’s feet were frozen in place. “What do you mean they’ll be back?” she forced out. She could feel her heart in her throat again, and the panicked dizziness that wanted so badly to pull her under. “Why were they here? Why did they…why did they kill people?” Her voice pitched up with every question, hands starting to shake from the shock.

Oliver tapped the car door. “Could you please get in—”

“Who are you?” Thea pressed.

Oliver groaned. “Hi, again. I’m Oliver, banned blood magician, no longer capable of saving the world.” He tilted his head toward the back seat. “That’s Callum, dumbass blood magician, too stupid to save the world.” He pinned Thea with tired eyes. “I don’t know what you are, yet. But he just spent way too much power trying to save your life, and he’s really not looking good. I didn’t just spend two years traipsing all over the world for him to die in my arms. Ergo, please get in the car. Quickly. We’re on a time crunch.”

He jogged to the other side of the car and slid into the driver seat. The locks disengaged with a pop, and Thea watched him lean over the seat, shove a bunch of stuff on the floor, then push the passenger door open.

She looked back to the barn, where another group of teens appeared from around the back. She recognized Ember’s white sundress from a distance, and watched as they sprinted for the cars.

She looked back at Oliver, who had a wild gleam in his eyes like he’d been living for this moment his entire life.

She looked down at her hands, still trembling, still completely unharmed.

“Blood magicians?” she mouthed.

“Car!” Oliver shouted.

Gritting her teeth, Thea stumbled toward the car and slid in, yanking the door of the rusty Toyota closed as the pungent scent of lavender rose up all around her.
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CHAPTER 10

OLIVER

Despite his less-than-conservative speed down the mountain, the drive back to the seedy motel seemed to take hours. The girl—Thea, he kept reminding himself; she had a name—sat next to him in the passenger seat completely shell-shocked, periodically holding her arms up to the window to stare at them like she couldn’t believe she was still in one piece. Oliver didn’t blame her. He’d been on the receiving end of a fairy attack once in his life and it wasn’t a memory he particularly liked to dredge up. The jagged teeth tearing his skin off had been bad enough. The healing spell they’d used on him afterward?

Well, let’s just say watching your own flesh knit back over muscle and bone wasn’t for the faint of heart.

Grimacing, his eyes flicked up to the rearview mirror and landed on the body in the back seat.

Callum.

Cal, Thea had called him.

Oliver swallowed hard. Now was not the time to worry at that particular wound.

As if in response to his thought, Callum gave a hitched gasp from the back seat. Oliver frowned. “Move him,” he ordered Thea.

Her head turned slowly, blinking at him uncomprehendingly.

“Callum,” he said. “Nudge him sideways so he doesn’t choke on his own vomit.”

“I don’t think he was drinking,” she said nonsensically.

Oliver’s hands tightened around the steering wheel as the switchback veered a sharp left. Even with his glasses, the halogen headlights did jack shit to light up the mountain trail.

“Complex spell work,” he hissed as he jerked the wheel. “Trust me. Hits you way worse than drinking.”

She looked like she wanted to argue, but she seemed to still be having trouble processing basic information. Callum gave another rasp of breath, and Thea moved, twisting over the passenger seat and yanking at his body.

She was too small to be very effective, Oliver thought impatiently, but he kept his eyes on the road, tearing over the bridge that led back into town and finally screeching into a parking spot as close to the motel as possible.

He shot out of the seat and yanked open the back door, grabbing for Callum’s arms. “Get my stuff,” he grunted at Thea, who was taking her sweet, precious time stepping out of the car.

She looked at him blankly again.

Oliver swore as Callum fell against him on the last tug, causing him to almost pitch completely over. “My bag,” he hissed. “Find the hot plate, the bottles, anything you can grab from the front seat. We need to make more lavender. Fast.”

Her eyes hardened and she jerked a nod. She dove into the front seat and started grabbing everything she could, coming up with armfuls of lab equipment.

Oliver hobbled over to the front entrance, half dragging Callum behind him, cursing at his own lack of muscle. Unsurprisingly, spending years of his life driving across the country had done almost nothing to increase his strength. Callum had always been built like a tank, and Oliver had always been built like a twig. It should have been the other way—Callum saving him.

Oliver scowled at that thought. He’d long put that idea past him. If Sanctuary taught him one thing, it was that he only had himself.

The exceptionally unhelpful clerk from before looked up as they passed, eyes widening exponentially. “Uh,” the clerk said senselessly. “Thea?”

Oliver ignored him, but Thea paused, all of Oliver’s gear shifting precariously in her arms. “Hey, Andrew,” she said, sounding strained. “How’s the shift?”

Move it along, Oliver thought sourly, shifting under Callum’s weight.

Andrew shrugged. “Only have one visitor…” His eyes slipped over to Oliver, brow wrinkling. “Ummm, him. So it’s slow as hell. You know how it goes.”

“Yeah.” She nodded.

“Weren’t you supposed to be on the schedule tonight?”

“Friend came into town,” Thea said. “I took it off.”

“Well, you shouldn’t have. You’d have been cut off the shift anyway. Now you’ve gone and wasted PTO.”

“Yeah…” Thea said again.

“Could we finish this conversation?” Oliver objected.

Andrew finally looked at him, really looked at him. His eyes widened. “Is he…” he started, swallowing hard. “Is he bleeding?”

“We’re good, thanks, bye,” Oliver shot over his shoulder, already back to dragging Callum toward the hall. At this point, he just had to trust that Thea would wise up and follow.

Thankfully, she extricated herself from the painfully slow conversation, somehow convincing Andrew that it was all part of an elaborate prank, and jogged after Oliver.

“You didn’t have to be so rude. Some of us have to work for a living,” she snapped.

“I’m not debating your need to work, just pointing out that we’re kind of in the middle of something.” His nose wrinkled as the smell of stale cigarettes hit him full force. “This entire town stinks,” he declared. “No wonder the barrier is breaking down here. You’re one step away from a full-fledged nightmare on top of the earth.”

Thea’s cheeks were flushing red. “Listen, pretty boy—”

One eyebrow quirked. “Flattered you think so.”

Her nose scrunched up with the force of her scowl. “You think you can show up here with your stupid preppy clothes, and your ridiculous satchel, and treat everyone you perceive as below you like absolute dirt—”

“Really? You want to talk about my attitude when I just rescued you from flesh-eating fairies?”

“I want to talk about the fact that you come in here with some sort of savior complex—”

“Is it a complex when someone actually needs saving?” Oliver mused.

“—and you’re acting like I owe you—”

“I mean, no offense, but you could at least say thank you—”

“Full offense, asshole!”

“Stop it.”

Both of them stared at Callum as they came to a stop in front of room 104.

“Just stop it,” he repeated, then his head fell back against his chest, and Oliver slumped to the side underneath the shift of weight.

“You heard the man,” Oliver said, frustration churning in his gut as he fumbled in his pocket. It took him three tries with the old-fashioned hotel key before finding the keyhole and pushing into the gross bedroom.

Thea marched around him and deposited everything on the bed with a clatter of glass that made Oliver flinch. “Be careful,” he yelped. “You want to live, we’re going to need all of that!”

Callum gave another groan, and Oliver hobbled over to the other side of the bed, managing to deposit him somewhat gently on the mattress.

He turned to find Thea standing close enough that he could see streaks of blood in her blonde braids.

“What is going on, and how the hell do you two know each other?” she asked bluntly.

Great. Shock had worn off, personality had returned. Oliver groaned. “I already told you. We’re both blood magicians. Though he’s more effective than I am, I’m kind of cut off from the source—”

“That’s not real.”

“Okay, cool, then the fairies ripped your barn party apart and you’re alive by the power of spite. Wait,” he said, pursing his lips as he stared at her rigid figure. “I take that back. That actually sounds plausible.”

Thea glared at him.

“Look, I’m not lying. I get that it’s probably a lot to take in, but we really are magicians. We grew up together. He was attempting to heal the injured in that place, which takes a stupid amount of his own life force. Throw in the fact that the entire exercise was pointless because they were already dead, well. Now he’s paying the price. I’ve got the ingredients to at least get him lucid again.” He reached over Callum and fished around the pile of his things for a bottle of already distilled lavender oil, his flask full of specialty vodka, and one of the last packets of herbs that he’d stolen from Sanctuary. “But the fairies are going to be back, and we need to get out of here as quickly as possible. So can we save the questions for a later date?”

Thea didn’t stop glaring, but she begrudgingly moved to Callum’s side. “Please realize,” she said tightly, not even looking at Oliver, “that despite all your insistence that I come along on this grand little adventure, the only reason I’m sticking around you right now is because he apparently saved my life. I owe him.”

Oliver watched her pause at the head of the bed, her gaze settling on Callum’s prone body. He’d stepped into that barn to find a dozen of the monsters falling off of her at Callum’s command. And yet there wasn’t a single mark upon her. Not one Callum healed, not one the fairies left, nothing at all.

Oliver’s mouth pressed to a straight line.

Callum didn’t save her life.

Something else did.

His eyes fell to the crook of Callum’s elbow where fresh blood was pooling, dripping from the wounds on his palm.

A frisson of adrenaline spiked through Oliver. “Just make sure he doesn’t die in the next two minutes,” he ordered.

“What are you planning on doing to him?” Thea demanded.

Oliver ignored her and threw himself across the bed, sorting glass beakers and vials until he found one that would work. Then he grabbed for the hot plate and plugged it into the outlet next to the ancient TV.

“Oliver, fucking hell, tell me what you’re doing!”

“My kingdom for you to stop talking,” Oliver muttered.

Wrong thing to say. Thea started off on another monologue, this time about the pomposity of the male ego, and Oliver kept ignoring her. He poured both the alcohol and the lavender oil into the small beaker and ripped open the packet of herbs. With shaking hands, he carefully poured the contents into the beaker, watching the fine powder start to smoke as it hit the boiling alcohol. The acerbic scent of lavender exploded around him, causing his eyes to water as the room filled with the scent of lavender and something deeply metallic. Like blood.

“Get him upright,” Oliver ordered. He jumped up from the bed, ran to the bathroom, and grabbed a washcloth. Then he ran back, wrapped the cloth around the beaker, and pulled it from the plate, blowing wildly at the contents until they’d cooled enough to touch. “He needs to drink this.”

“Why?” Thea sniped.

“Just trust me.”

“Absolutely not.”

Oliver groaned, jaw clenching in irritation. They didn’t have time for this. “Look,” he said, marching over. “At least trust that if I wanted him dead, I’d have much easier ways to do it. Like leaving him for the fairies to eat. Now get him up.”

Thea looked like she was going to argue with him again, and Oliver was halfway to just pouring the damn tonic down Callum’s throat regardless of whether or not he could properly swallow, but before he could, Thea sighed and wriggled an arm under Callum’s shoulders. “Come on,” she groaned.

Callum tried to wave her off, but Oliver had to watch with admiration as Thea muscled him to sitting. Oliver held the beaker to Callum’s lips, rolling his eyes when Callum shook his head. “I will hold you down and force this down your throat if you want to act like a toddler.”

“I don’t need it, I’m fine,” Callum mumbled.

“Prove it. I’ll wait.”

Callum’s hand twitched, fingers barely moving against Thea’s. And Oliver smirked in satisfaction. “Thought so. Open.”

With wounded eyes, Callum managed to tilt his head back. Oliver gently tilted the beaker, eyes falling on the line of Callum’s neck as he swallowed. Sweat glistened in the hollow of his throat, shiny in the dim light of the room, and for a second, Oliver was overwhelmed with the desire to bury his head in the crook of Callum’s collarbones—

A cry rang out somewhere outside their room, followed by the unmistakable sound of a gun firing shot after shot. Oliver jerked back, spilling the last of the tonic over his fingers as he stared at their locked door.

After six gunshots, it stopped, and silence fell around them, the only sound Callum’s still-shaky breath.

“What was that?” Thea finally whispered.

Cold dread settled over Oliver’s shoulders like a burial shroud. He set the beaker on the bedside table and took stock of the room, eyes landing on the dresser that sat flush with the floor. He jogged over to it, yanking it from the wall. “Help me,” he commanded.

Despite her confusion, Thea jumped up quickly, and soon they’d hauled the piece of furniture over to the door, pushing it against the wood. Oliver checked the bottom, satisfied to see that the crack under the door was no longer visible. But there was still a window.

And fairies were strong enough to get through glass.

The lights above their heads flickered, then went out entirely.

“They shouldn’t be here already,” Oliver mumbled, carding fingers through his hair. The yellow light from the streetlamp right outside their window cast Callum’s face in dramatic shadows, making him look gaunt and near death. Thea didn’t look any better as she watched Oliver uneasily, clearly waiting for him to do something. Anything.

Oliver needed to think. They needed to find a way out of here, but there was no way out of here. If the fairies were already here…if they were already in the walls chewing through the wiring, then their room was already surrounded. With Oliver and his nonexistent powers, and Callum being all but useless, the fairies would be on them in seconds, teeth slicing through their bodies like paper and leaving nothing but death in their wake. There was no way the hotel clerk was alive. And if Oliver didn’t think, if he didn’t come up with some plan, they’d be next, and—

“Oliver,” Thea pleaded anxiously.

“Shut up,” he barked.

They needed to get out, but the door wasn’t an option. There were no monsters at the window yet, but that was only a matter of time. He could ward them all in lavender, dump the rest of his supply on them and hope that it was enough to get out to the car untouched, but…

A groan sounded from behind him, and Oliver turned to watch Callum attempt to push himself up, then fall back to the bed.

The healing potion Oliver had forced down his throat would work with time, but time was one thing they were completely out of. The dregs of an idea bloomed in his head, but it came with the taste of ash, dread, and memories he never wanted to touch.

It also might be their only chance.

Oliver shook his head and pointed toward the bed. “Grab the camera.”

Thea was moving too slowly, reaching for the strap like molasses, and Oliver was all out of patience. He launched himself toward the bed, snatching the camera and forcing it into her hands. “Look through it. Tell me when they get close.”

“How the hell is this—” Her voice cut off as she pressed the viewfinder to her face. She choked, voice suddenly tight. “The door is glowing.”

Gritting his teeth, Oliver fisted his hand in the chain he wore around his neck and climbed up on the bed next to Callum.

“It’s blue,” Thea hissed. “It’s the same light that was in the barns.”

“They followed us here,” Oliver said, yanking the chain out from under his shirt. Dangling on the end was a thick silver ring, swirling wisps of a pattern glistening as it caught the light.

Callum was going to hate him for this.

But Callum had already written him off once. Oliver was fooling himself that he’d ever had a chance at all. He pressed his thumb down on the tiny lever inside the ring. A blade popped free, no longer than his pinky nail.

“Oliver,” Thea called, voice rigid with panic. Her head had swung toward the vents, camera pressed tight to her face.

Oliver followed her line of sight, swallowing hard. He didn’t need a camera to see the thick globs of blue dripping down the wall.

A sharp snap echoed through the room, then another, and another.

The sound of a dozen fairies throwing their bodies against the metal of the vent.

“Thea, come over to the bed,” Oliver warned.

She stuttered backward a step, looking at him with wide eyes.

The snapping stopped, followed by a quiet grating of metal on metal. Oliver watched a screw wobble and fall to the carpeted floor. “The bed.“

She jumped up on the mattress, fingers gripping the sheets so tightly her knuckles had gone white.

Oliver turned from the vent, an awful chill working its way down his spine at the idea that he could no longer see the attack coming.

But he needed to focus.

He reached for Callum’s arm, pulling it into his lap and turning his palm right side up.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

Callum’s eyelashes fluttered as he struggled to keep his eyes open. His arm went tense in Oliver’s grip, but he didn’t have the strength to pull away. Somewhere far away, Oliver heard the muted sound of another screw dropping.

He pressed the razor blade to the meat of Callum’s palm.

“Don’t,” Callum whispered desperately.

The last two screws hit the ground, and Thea shrieked as the entire grate crashed down.

Oliver sliced the blade across skin, watching blood well up immediately. He smashed Callum’s hand against the dirty comforter.

“Abro Labyrint!“ he shouted.

The first fairy hit his back as the entire room dissolved.

Then they were falling, through inky black waves, through sparkling stars, through the stale smell of death as the human world fell away completely, and the Labyrinth swallowed them whole.
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CHAPTER 11

THEA

Thea blinked her eyes open, vision swimming as the world flickered around her. Her cheek was pressed against the cold floor, and the rest of her body tingled all over, like all her limbs had fallen asleep at once and were now undergoing the painful process of reanimating.

Groaning, she forced a hand under her chest and pushed herself up to her knees.

It wasn’t the world that was flickering. It was the walls—lined with torches that sputtered an eerie white light, illuminating a grand hallway that she lay sprawled upon. The floor was black marble, flecked with tiny crystals that sparkled like diamonds. Sunk into the walls were doors, hundreds of doors, all heavy and wooden, each painted bone white. The walls curved above her head, arching in a point so high she got dizzy trying to track it.

And far above her, at the highest point, glowed a faint purplish circle. Thea squinted, making out a sky full of glittering stars just beyond it. Even as she watched, the ring of hazy purple light grew smaller and smaller until it disappeared completely.
A portal, Thea thought, the word from games and movies and fantasy novels snapping into focus. We just fell through a damn portal.

A whisper of sound came from her right, and a shock of cold air brushed her shoulders. Thea jumped, heart in her throat as she twisted around.

Both Oliver and Cal lay prone next to her, dead.

No, Thea thought erratically as she forced herself to pause and watch their chests. Both were still breathing, limbs twitching like dogs caught in a dream.

Not dead. Very much not dead.

Thea swallowed down thick relief and crawled toward Oliver. His glasses lay near his head. One arm was crushed underneath his body, the other curled up against his chest, fingers balled like a dead spider around the chain at his neck. Blood stained his nailbeds.

Cal’s blood.

Everything flooded back to her at once—the party, Cal’s kiss, the monsters that attacked her, the sharp smell of lavender, the hotel, the monsters—

The monsters.

Crumpled next to Oliver’s body was a rat-sized, very, very dead monster. Thea swallowed hard and leaned forward, studying the creature. The wings had burned away, and the black skin was sloughing from the body, like it was disintegrating from the inside out—

“Eww.” Oliver groaned.

She bit back a yelp to find Oliver watching the dead creature, eyes crinkling with exhaustion. He forced himself to his knees, still gripping his ring in a tight fist.

Thea couldn’t stop staring, thoughts racing through her head too quickly to make sense of.

Callum’s ring. Kind of a tradition where I grew up.

Thea’s. If that ring really belonged to your mother, then she was a part of a very dangerous group of people….

Oliver’s. Blood magicians…

Oliver’s eyes dropped to the ring as soon as he realized she was staring, and he swallowed hard, looking vaguely nauseous before quickly tucking the chain back underneath the collar of his shirt. “Fairies, am I right?” he said with a sickly grin. “Wish I could say they were the grossest thing here,” he mumbled, more to himself than anyone else. He crawled over to Cal and pressed two fingers against the pulse point at his neck. His brow crinkled, but he nodded a moment later, worry lines smoothing out as he found Cal’s heartbeat.

Another whisper of sound to her left, then a low buzz filled her ears. She flinched back, eyes wide as she peered down the hall. “What is that?” she whispered.

“What?”

“It’s like…” She shuddered, resisting the urge to press both hands against the incessant tickling…the weird…susurration in her ears. A buzzword on the English portion of her GED.

Susurration: a low and indistinct whispering sound; a murmur. Use it in a sentence? The soft susurration of the creepy hallway filled her with dread. The susurration of the monster hall was faintly audible—
“Thea?” Oliver asked from far away.

She swallowed hard and fought to keep her body steady “Where are we?” she asked, wrapping her arms around her chest and trying very hard to make it look like she wasn’t about to cry.

Oliver’s eyes dropped back down to the floor. For the first time since he’d accosted her in the library, he looked small. Uncertain. Nervous.

Thea found that she really didn’t like it.

The buzzing narrowed, until it was only a sliver of sound, coalescing into one voice. Thea, it whispered.

The torch right above their heads flickered out.

Thea jumped to her feet, twisting around in a circle, looking for a threat that wasn’t there. The hallway was still empty. The floor still sparkled, the doors remained closed; there was nothing. Her hand went to the necklace at her throat, fingers rubbing at the ring, looking for some semblance of comfort. Her eyes fell on Cal, still lying there like he was half dead. The line of his jaw ticked, teeth clenching in whatever dream he was stuck in. “Where are we?” she asked again.

Hidden, the voice whispered. You were meant to be hidden. They’re coming, Thea. They’re coming….

“I…I didn’t have another choice.” Oliver trailed off, babbling words that were barely audible even in the echoing chamber. “I didn’t know what else to do, there wasn’t…there wasn’t time….”

“Oliver—”

Find me, the voice commanded, then vanished from her head.

Thea froze. The sudden cessation of the strange buzzing sound was nauseating in its intensity. For an impossibly long moment, there was nothing but the sound of Thea’s own breathing in her ears.

“Callum, wake up,” Oliver was saying as she dragged her attention back. He reached for his glasses, inspecting the lenses. Once fully satisfied that they were in one piece, he pushed them back on the bridge of his nose and staggered to his feet.

“Oliver,” Thea pleaded.

He swallowed hard, fingers flexing at his sides. “This is where the nightmares live,” he said softly, toeing at the smoking corpse of the fairy.

Another shiver of cold wriggled down Thea’s back, and she found herself taking a step back, footsteps echoing hollowly in the cavernous space.

“You’re unbelievable,” came a voice from the floor.

Both of them twisted to see Cal finally push himself up. He shook his head and groaned in pain as he flexed his injured hand. Flecks of blood crinkled and fell free to the marble ground. “We’re in the Labyrinth,” he told her, face drawn and pale. “And we’re going to die.”
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CHAPTER 12

THEA

Another torch flickered out, their small area of light growing even smaller. The boundary between light and dark wavered at Thea’s feet. “Labyrinth?” she exclaimed. “What do you mean Labyrinth? What do you mean die?”

Cal looked past her, eyes narrowing as he studied the darkness. “We need to move,” he finally said.

“No arguing there,” Oliver said uneasily. “Stick together,” he warned Thea.

“Because something is going to kill us?” she spat out, on the verge of hysteria.

“Right,” Oliver said calmly, like she had no reason to be upset. “Don’t touch anything, either. And—”

“Shut up, Oliver,” Cal spat.

“And listen to Callum,” Oliver ended.

Cal scowled at him, scrubbing his hand against the black denim of his jeans. Thea watched wide-eyed as the rest of the blood scraped away, revealing a puckered, painful-looking scar, shiny new skin pale white against the burnished bronze of his hand. He stared at it a moment, mouth drawn to a straight line.

She’d watched Oliver slice deeply into Cal’s hand in that hotel room, watched the hot blood spurt from his palm. It should still be bleeding, not half healed.

Blood magician.

Did these two have the power to heal themselves? To heal others? To fight monsters, and open portals into fantasy worlds, and—

Thea was going to hyperventilate. And that was going to do no one any good at all.

She swallowed hard.

“I’m sorry,” Oliver was saying. “There just wasn’t another way; the fairies were already through the walls and you were unconscious—”

“Shut up,” Cal barked at Oliver, body stiff as a board. “You had no right to make that decision for us. No right to use my blood. At least the fairies would have been a quick death. Don’t you dare try to justify this.” His head finally snapped toward Thea, jaw clenched with either pain or frustration. Maybe both. “You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

It was like being slapped. One hour ago, they’d been kissing underneath the starry night sky. And now he was acting like she was the human equivalent of the hundred melted popsicles she’d thrown in the dumpster that morning.

“Wow,” she said, the single syllable stealing all the air from her lungs. Cal’s eyes narrowed in thought as he studied the hall while she sucked in a painful breath, furiously grappling with the injustice of the entire situation. “I’m sorry that I intruded on your little reunion,” she finally managed. “Your magician-partner-in-crime didn’t exactly give me an option when he forced me into the car. Feel free to show me the exit, I’ll gladly leave—”

“It’s too late for that,” Cal grunted, not even looking at her. He turned and started stalking down the hall, keeping to the straight middle where the light was slightly dimmer, quickly deserting Thea and Oliver.

She stared after him, mouth open as her face flushed with humiliated heat.

The next torch went out, casting them in eerie shadows.

Thea’s eyes flicked past Oliver. Beyond the spot they were standing, there was only inky black, so dark she felt like something had gone wrong with her eyes. She tucked a hand in her pocket, reaching for her phone to use as a flashlight, but as she pulled it out, the screen remained dark.

Dead then. Fantastic.

Thea shoved it back in her jeans as a gust of wind rushed toward them, blowing her hair back from her face and bringing with it the stench of something rotting.

Somewhere far away, she heard the sound of a door slam.

Oliver reached out and snagged her arm, tugging her close. “Let go of me,” she hissed.

“Callum’s right,” he said tightly. “We need to go. He might have some of his power back down here, but it’s not going to be enough to stop what’s coming.”

Thea kept peering into the dark, goose bumps rising on her skin in anticipation. “What’s back there?”

Oliver laughed nervously. “Trust me when I say, you really don’t want to know.”

Thea looked back at Cal, who was moving along the line of remaining torches so quickly that his figure was already growing smaller down the hall. As much as she didn’t want to give in to Oliver’s command, she had an unfortunate feeling that he was right. They definitely needed to move. And unlike Cal, Oliver didn’t seem willing to go without her.

Which would almost be nice if it weren’t for the fact that he was the reason she was in this mess.

Scowling, she started forward, Oliver scrambling to her side, his relief palpable between them. They walked at a quick pace—Thea constantly looking backward and scanning the darkness, Oliver relaxing incrementally every moment that passed without some boogeyman jumping out at them all. “He’s probably going to be angry for a while,” he said miserably. “Don’t take it personally. It’s all on me.”

“Don’t expect me to feel sorry for you,” Thea snapped.

“I’m not. I’m just telling you that what I did to him…it’s…it’s not allowed. To use someone that way. And he’s not going to forgive me for it, but it has nothing to do with you.”

Thea gritted her teeth. “Is that supposed to be endearing?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. Then, in an almost apologetic gesture of goodwill, “I’ll answer whatever you need.”

Thea burned with the desire to tell him to shove it. She sucked in a deep breath and squashed that right down next to her burning desire to slap Cal. “Great,” she said. “Let’s start with what the hell is a labyrinth?”

He swallowed hard, making a low hum in his throat as he considered. “Okay,” he said slowly. “I’m gathering that you’ve spent your whole life on Earth?”

“Oliver,” Thea growled.

“Okay, okay, you’ve spent your whole life on Earth. But that’s not the only plane of existence. You’re up on land, it’s mundane, there isn’t magic or anything like that. But picture…an atmosphere of sorts. You’ve got this thin layer of atmosphere protecting Earth from space, right? Traps oxygen, allows human life to flourish, you get the picture.”

“I don’t need elementary science right now.”

“Right, okay, just establishing parameters here. Now imagine…there are other barriers. Invisible, just like the atmosphere. But less permeable. Other worlds within our worlds that are accessible only by magic.”

“If there are other worlds within our worlds accessible only by magic, then how come no one talks about it?” Thea retorted.

“They do, though. Where else would religions come from? Most of it is a bit lost in translation…. Mythology always starts to morph as it grows. Oral tradition isn’t always accurate. But the Greeks and the Romans, Hindus, Christians…all have their gods and their monsters.”

“So you’re telling me Heaven and Hell are real.”

Oliver’s eyebrow quirked. “You’re Christian, then.”

“Hardly,” Thea snorted. “But I’m familiar with the concept.”

He shook his head seriously. “Heaven and Hell are made-up names given to complex ideas. Like Mount Olympus and Hades. Like Svarga and Patala. One is where the gods live. One is where the fallen die. Opposite planes. But they’re all based on something real. Our Earth.” He gestured around them. “And this Labyrinth.”

Another torch flickered out far behind them, and their shadows stretched in the remaining light. Thea hugged herself tighter as a full-body shiver jolted down her spine. “Earth being Heaven and the Labyrinth being Hell, I presume,” she guessed.

Oliver’s jaw was set as he nodded. “A plane of darkness. But just like all mythology, there are heroes that stand guard, protecting humankind from the horrors below.”

“I assume that’s where you’re meant to come in.”

Oliver shrugged. “The blood magicians have been in existence for thousands of years. We’re children of gods, magic burning in our blood. And we’re trained to protect Earth from the Labyrinth with that magic.”

“How very altruistic of you all,” Thea said drily.

“It’s not my fault!” Oliver turned on her. “You think I’ve had it easy? You think this life is glamorous and rich?”

Thea burned with irritation. “I think you walk around dressed like a pretentious jerk, so, yeah.”

He bristled at that, mouth working around some retort that he couldn’t seem to settle on. Thea cut in before he could hurt himself. “Chill out, magician boy. What little I know about you hardly proves your life to be one of leisure or one of tragedy. Feel free to elaborate and prove me wrong at any time.”

Cal was just ahead of them now, having slowed his pace enough for them to catch up. Thea guessed he was listening by the sharp set of his shoulders, but he stayed quiet, not contributing to the conversation at all. She didn’t know if it was anger coiling inside of her, or straight up betrayal, but he was acting like he couldn’t fathom being in her presence, let alone speak to her.

Oliver sucked in a breath then let it out slowly through his mouth as he started moving again. “Whatever,” he grumbled. “Back to the Labyrinth. To magicians. There are fewer and fewer magicians every year. Callum and I were the youngest they had. Statistically, more will probably be born someday, but…” He gave her a look, brow furrowed.

“Right,” she said, thinking back to the library. “Magicians. Otherwise known as the dangerous people that my mother was involved with.”

Cal stiffened up ahead. Definitely listening.

“I didn’t say that,” Oliver claimed.

“You’ve done plenty of implying.”

“Moving on,” he said, shooting her an irritated glare. “Right now, magicians are dwindling, and the Labyrinth is growing.”

“And thus, humans are no longer protected by the great heroes of days past, and the monsters rise up from hell and feast upon our flesh,” she intoned, every word dripping with sarcasm.

“You wanted answers, I’m trying to give you answers, okay?” Oliver tilted his head. “Hey, you could help at any time,” he called to Cal.

“You’re doing great,” the other boy called, though he didn’t sound like he meant it.

Thea’s fingers clenched into fists at her sides, still trying to reconcile this Cal with the Cal he’d been in Barren’s Peak and only succeeding in getting more annoyed with herself.

Dude drove a motorcycle and wore a leather jacket with combat boots. Sure, she hated stereotypes, but seriously, what was she expecting here? A fully developed frontal cortex from an eighteen-year-old boy? Emotional stability from the teen embodiment of The Punisher?

Oliver heaved a sigh, clearly just as unimpressed as she was. “So, the blood magicians have one job,” he continued. “Keep the barrier between Earth and the Labyrinth closed. And it’s a tall order. We have the power to do it, but magic is a finite resource. It’s really easy for us to overspend. Once that happens…”

He didn’t have to slash a finger across his throat for Thea to get the picture. She frowned, thinking about the blood flecking from Cal’s palm. The paleness of his face in the car from the barns, the way he’d barely been conscious in that hotel room. And now, the steady thump of his boots down the unending hallway, a healthy heartbeat that they both followed. “But he seems fine now,” Thea murmured. “Why?”

“I don’t know.” Oliver’s teeth caught his lower lip and he worried at it. “I expected worse.”

Thea swore she could feel Cal’s scowl emanating through his body and smacking Oliver in the face. “So how do we get out of here?” she asked.

He shrugged. “We follow Callum. And he’ll find a way for us to escape.”

Cal finally looked back over his shoulder, eyes narrowed. “I find a way for us to escape,” he fumed. “Simple as that.”

Oliver shot Thea a grin. “Might be healed, but he’s still surly as ever.”

Cal whirled on him with a glower so full of fire, Thea almost felt bad for Oliver. Almost.

“You seem to be under the impression that this is a fun little game,” he seethed. “Because you never actually listened. Because you spent all your time in Sanctuary trying to escape the only place that could protect you. You know nothing. There are spells to access this place, sure. There aren’t spells to get back out again. Not until we reach a Heart. And to reach a Heart, we’re going to have to fight our way through monsters and trials you can’t even begin to consider.”

“What’s a Heart?” Thea mused, but neither of them seemed inclined to answer.

“Sanctuary was never there to protect us,” Oliver spat back. “It was only there to raise perfect little soldiers. And it was all too happy to cut someone off completely if they didn’t salute quickly enough.”

“You were cut off because of your inability to use common sense,” Cal replied. “Something you’ve proven time and time again to lack.”

“You know that’s not true.” Oliver swallowed heavily, like he was trying to conceal the fact that his voice was starting to shake. “The only thing they care about is keeping their precious barrier from failing. Doesn’t matter how many of us are sucked dry in the process. Doesn’t matter how many of us die.”

Cal’s mouth set in a grim line. “And you think letting the Labyrinth free is better? You’d sacrifice the whole Earth for a couple of magicians?”

Oliver’s cheeks flushed an angry red. “I’d sacrifice it for you,” he said bitterly.

His voice echoed through the hall, syllables ringing long after his mouth snapped closed. Thea swallowed hard, her skin prickly and hot with the knowledge that the two of them clearly had a long and sordid history that she was not privy to. You shouldn’t be here, indeed, she thought. The silence was as stifling as the darkness behind them, and frustration tangled deep in Thea’s chest as she waited them out.

Far down the hall came a scuffing sound that almost sounded like hooves.

Thea’s eyes flicked toward the blanket of black, hairs at the back of her neck prickling with unease. “Something is back there.”

Cal stared at Oliver another long moment, then his eyes flicked over to the door on their left. “We’re here,” he said coldly.

Thea couldn’t miss the way Oliver stiffened at her side. “Right,” he mumbled, scrubbing a hand across his eyes.

Here looked exactly the same as the hundreds of other doors they’d passed. Thea had no idea what made it different, or how it signaled the end of Cal’s seemingly endless quest, but her legs throbbed with muscle ache, and despite the chill of the hall, sweat beaded along her hairline. She had no intention of arguing.

Oliver shuffled beside her, one hand going to his mouth as he chewed at his thumbnail.

“Stop that,” Cal said absently. He rubbed his thumb along his ring band, and Thea watched with horror as, just like Oliver’s, a tiny razor blade popped free.

Then, before she could say a word, he slashed it across his palm, right where Oliver had sliced in the hotel room. Blood welled up immediately, flowing into every wrinkle of his hand and staining his skin. He smacked his hand against the door, leaving a bloody print in the center of the middle wood panel.

“Abro,” Cal commanded.

The door swung open with a long creak, revealing a crackling fire in the hearth, stone walls covered in woven tapestries, and a stunning banquet table as long as Thea could see, covered in food.

“The first trial?” Oliver asked nervously.

Cal’s jaw ticked. “Here we go.”
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CHAPTER 13

CALLUM

Callum motioned Thea through the door and headed straight for the table. “Close that behind you,” he barked at her. “Don’t let the minotaur in.”

“Excuse me, what?” Thea squawked after him.

“The thing that’s been following us,” Callum said. He scanned the room quickly, noting the walls of golden wood, the cavernous height of the ceiling, and the dozens of black iron sconces that wreathed the room—each spitting and flickering dim flame. At the far end of the space was a massive fireplace where logs crackled, eaten by the roaring fire. The room was swollen with its heat.

There were no other doors.

Callum bit back a curse and steeled his features, refusing to give Oliver the satisfaction of seeing him nervous.

“As in ball of yarn, bull-man at the center of the maze that eats all the little boys and girls?” Thea sputtered. “We’re in that labyrinth?”
“No. We’re in the Labyrinth that inspired the story. And the minotaur is only the beginning. It’s not nearly the most dangerous thing we’ll find.”

“Great. Absolutely fantastic. A half-bull, half-man thing is outside this room waiting to kill us, but it’s okay because it’s not the worst thing here.”

Callum paused, looking back over his shoulder. She stood there, pushing sweaty strands of hair back from her forehead and working them back into her braids. Her white tank top was now smudged with dirt and damp with sweat. Her cheeks flushed pink in the heat of the room.

He didn’t know what he was expecting from her. Fear, maybe? Her entire world had been upended over the course of the last few hours; a few minutes of panic wouldn’t have been out of the question. Instead, she’d taken it all in stride and started peppering Oliver with questions about the history of this place, all while Callum had done his best to bite his tongue and ignore the frustrated tangle of emotions that they both set off in his chest.

And Oliver. It had been years since he’d seen the other boy’s face, yet seeing him in Barren’s Peak had felt like no time had passed at all. Sure, he’d gotten taller. Skinnier, like even outside of Sanctuary’s lean meals, he still wasn’t eating enough. But his eyes were still that same warm golden-brown that cut through Callum’s defenses like butter, and he…

He’d cut Callum open. Used his blood. Used his magic—

Callum bit down, molars grinding against each other as the pain of that betrayal surged through his body again. It went against every bit of magician code there was, and yet Oliver hadn’t thought twice. To save them, he’d claimed.

They weren’t saved. They were doomed.

“We’ll be okay,” Oliver said, full of the same false bravado that had sealed his fate at Sanctuary. “Minotaurs aren’t smart. And they’re terrible at tracking human scent. There are thousands of doors in that hallway; it has no way of knowing which we entered.”

“The bloody handprint on the front of it seems like a pretty good clue,” Thea pointed out.

“It will fade as the magic drains. And its eyesight is extremely poor.”

“A monster that can’t think, can’t smell, and can’t see?”

Callum turned his back on them both as he strode down the side of the banquet table. “Trust me,” he muttered. “It’s plenty dangerous without.” His eyes narrowed as he scanned the spread. “We need to grab provisions. Anything we can carry. And run with.”

“And we know these ‘provisions’ are safe, how?” Thea interjected.

Because the Labyrinth likes to play with its prey before moving in for the kill. Callum’s stomach twisted unpleasantly, but he swallowed down the fear and shot her what he hoped was a calming smile. “Just trust me.”

“Oh, totally,” Thea huffed. “Trust you. The guy who has apparently been lying to me for 100% of our time together.” She turned her back on him, walking the other direction along the table.

Callum tried not to let the jab get to him. It wasn’t like she was incorrect. And she didn’t even know the worst of it. He sighed, allowing himself to truly take in the display in front of them. There were steaming hot dishes, potatoes, chicken, turkeys, steak. Fresh corn with butter glistening in the light, bright red apples larger than his hand, dozens of baskets full of bread, rolls, biscuits, puffs, and sparkling glass pitchers of liquid. The smell of sweet ham, cinnamon, and yeasty bread rose up all around them, hundreds of scents combining into something so heavenly and delicious, Callum’s mouth was already starting to water.

It was everything they could need to survive months down here. Thea had every right to be suspicious.

On every bench sat piles of camping equipment and house-wares. Sleeping bags, camping lanterns, chairs, coolers. There were blankets, and pillows, and Tupperware containers. An entire porcelain tea set was set up in the corner, each tiny cup painted in delicate purple flowers.

The bright colors of the very human-looking items were jarring in the space, clashing horribly with the rustic feel of the glowing sconces. It looked like they’d wandered into a big-box store and raided every shelf.

Callum knew better. Everything was Labyrinth-created from scratch, so everything was slightly off-kilter. That red sleeping bag? The brand-name tag looked familiar enough, but the letters were all in the wrong order, spelling garbled nonsense. The camping lantern? On closer inspection, the lightbulb was a snow globe full of sparkling glitter. And the tea set with the purple flowers? The petals were all human teeth.

The food was similar: apples that tasted like turkey, turkey that tasted like kibble. It was edible though—centuries of Sanctuary records proved that no one who ate from the Labyrinth actually died.

The same couldn’t be said for the weapons.

Thea had paused at the end of the table. Callum looked up, eyes catching on a glistening sheath crusted with blood-red rubies set near her arm. Next to it lay a matching sword, tucked insidiously between two platters of steaming buns.

“Don’t touch,” Oliver warned.

Thea jumped at Oliver’s voice, and Callum ducked his head back down, ignoring the swell of relief, and the accompanying shiver of irritation at himself for not warning her sooner. Because now that he’d seen the one sword, it was impossible to miss the rest. Scattered around every bit of food were dozens of weapons—knives, swords, a full bow, a sheath of arrows. One of the turkeys sat on top of a giant shield larger than he could have ever hoped to grasp. A basket of crescent-shaped rolls was surrounded by sparkling stones, all nestled next to a soft leather sling.

“What’s wrong with the weapons?” she asked.

Oliver reached past her, snagging a mini quiche and popping it immediately in his mouth. “Deadly,” he said around a mouthful of food. “Callum could handle one for a while. His magic would protect him. But if you want to keep all your limbs from disintegrating, I’d stay away.”

Callum barely hid his snort. The longest he’d ever made it holding a Labyrinthine weapon was about forty-five seconds. And it had burned straight through to the bone. Not one of his finer moments in class, though he healed up fast enough after the professor opened up a hamster on the desk and used its blood to regenerate his skin.

That had been after Oliver’s time, though.

“So no weapons. To fight the minotaur.”

“Right. But we’ll be okay! It has no reason to suspect we’re here.”

The false positivity was enough to make his teeth hurt. “Oliver,” Callum barked. “Get a bag. Pack some rations. And let’s go.”

At that command, Thea reached for a canvas sack lying near the sword. “But the food is fine?” she asked dubiously.

Oliver swallowed the rest of the quiche and grabbed for another sack. “Oh, totally. The Labyrinth is a big fan of plumping its victims for slaughter.”

Thea was watching him, clearly waiting for evidence of a joke. When it didn’t come, she grimaced. “How very Hansel and Gretel of it.”

“Yeah, well…just like Hansel and Gretel,” he grabbed for a platter of what appeared to be dried jerky, “we need all the strength we can get.” He wrapped a large portion in a napkin and shoved it deep into the bag, saving one for himself. That, he chewed gingerly, jaw working the toughness of the meat as he grimaced. “Tastes like grape. Not bad!” he announced weakly.

His false bravado and his refusal to believe anything could possibly go wrong was enough to turn Callum’s stomach. Once, Oliver’s smile had been what got him through every dark day in Sanctuary. Even after he left, the memory of it was enough to soften the blunted edges of Callum’s nightmares. As frustrating as it was for Callum to admit, that hadn’t changed. Nothing about the other boy had changed. He still had that unruly cowlick on the left side of his scalp that caused a clump of chestnut brown hair to stick up every which way. He still had that silly habit of pushing his glasses back up his nose every time he got a little nervous. He still had those long and graceful fingers—perfectly built for a musician, not a magician. In another life, Callum would have killed for Oliver to have the chance to be anything else.

In this life, Callum only knew duty. He was well aware that he offered little else.

Scowling, Callum stalked to the edge of the room to study the golden walls, forcing that fun little jaunt down memory lane to come to a quick end.

This close, he could make out the rippling wood grain and darker knots. He pressed his hands against the wall, feeling up and down for any sort of bulge or large crack between the panels. Somewhere behind him, Thea and Oliver had moved on to discussing all sorts of magical creatures they may or may not run into, and how Callum would protect them from every single one.

While Callum appreciated Oliver’s trust in him, he was going to be sorely disappointed when it became obvious that even the best magical education in the known universe wasn’t going to be enough to save them.

He frowned, moving on to yet another section of wood. He pushed a tapestry to the side, feeling underneath it. There was absolutely nothing here. Deep down, he’d known that was going to be the case, but it didn’t stop that obnoxious flicker of hope deep down inside his belly that they were going to get out of here without a battle. He may be standing upright, but internally he was still reeling from the fairy attack. A persistent headache was building behind his eyes, the increasing stabbing pain enough to make him want to curl up and cry. And his whole body ached, like he’d gone toe to toe with a horde of blightwings. He didn’t want to fight. He was in no shape to face down a minotaur, and he knew it.

But when in his life had he ever gotten what he wanted? “We’re stuck,” Callum announced.

Both Thea and Oliver looked up at the irritated proclamation.

“There’s no other door. We’re going to have to fight.”

Oliver frowned and put his sack down. He pushed his glasses up on his nose and shook his head. “That’s impossible. There’s always a way out; you just didn’t look hard enough!”

Callum’s headache was getting worse every moment he had to deal with Oliver’s unfounded optimism. “Then feel free to help me look, instead of gorging yourself on grape-flavored jerky,” he hissed.

Oliver stared at him a second, on the verge of some response, but he eventually sighed and headed toward the walls, where he chose to conduct his inspections by banging loudly and ineffectively against the wood. It didn’t take him long to circle the perimeter of the room and come to the same unfortunate conclusion that Callum already had.

“There has to be a door!” he burst out from where he was attempting to pry stone from the fireplace with his fingernails.

A low thump sounded from the other side of the room. Callum turned slowly, just in time to watch the ornate door shudder as another hit struck from the other side.

He straightened, twisting the ring around his finger and letting the razor blade free with a tiny snick of sound. Sweat beaded at his temples, and adrenaline burst through his veins, giving a dizzying rush of anticipation.

“Guys?” Thea asked, stepping back from the banquet table, eyes also on the shuddering door.

Thump.

Thump.

Dust shuddered down from around the edges of the door, and a low-pitched sound filtered through the cracks. Snuffling.

Callum swallowed thickly, the crackling of the fire suddenly deafening in the frigid silence of the room.

Then a long, low bellow shook the floor.
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CHAPTER 14

THEA

Minotaur, Thea thought in a panic. She whirled toward the boys, who were still staring at the door in open-mouthed shock. “What do we do?” she asked. “Where do we go? We can’t just sit here, right? Tell me that we’re not going to just sit here?”

“It’s not possible,” Oliver finally said. His brow furrowed, and his teeth hooked on his lower lip, pulling it in and biting hard. “It shouldn’t have been able to track us that fast. We should have more time—”

“But we don’t,” Thea hissed in frustration. “So what do we do?”

“But…but it’s not possible,” Oliver kept stammering. “There are thousands of doors, it can’t follow our scent, the odds are staggering!”

“Thea, back away from the door.”

Cal’s voice was far too calm—a gentle baritone that struggled to soothe her. But his eyes…

His eyes were chipped flecks of iron, his face a chiseled mask of futility. He looked like a man fully ready to face his death by himself, with no help from anyone.

“You’re not fighting this thing alone,” Thea insisted. “You’ve got two other perfectly useful people right here!”

“Thea, please,” Cal begged her. “Once it’s through, get back to the hall. I’ll follow you if I can. Or buy you some time if I can’t. Just get out of here.”

Another thud shook the room, the cutlery on the table jangling with the reverberations from the hall.

“Oliver, smack him,” Thea ordered. “He’s not going to be our sacrifice.”

“Oliver, get her out—” His order was interrupted by Oliver.

“She’s right, you know,” Oliver told him. “You’re not on your own. Not anymore.”

With that, he jogged over to Thea, leaving Cal sputtering behind them.

Thea dropped the bag she’d gathered and started trying to push the banquet table toward the door. “You sure I can’t pick up these weapons?” she panted as the table refused to budge an inch.

“Unless you want to burn straight through your hand, I’d avoid it,” Oliver said. He hit the other side of the table hard, groaning as he tried to shove it with her. The entire thing squeaked along the floor, only millimeters at a time. The sound of something massive throwing its body against the door pulled Thea’s attention back, and a moment later, the splitting sound of wood cracking cut through the room as the door began to buckle.

“You’re not going to be able to blockade the door,” Cal admonished, striding forward. “I have to fight it.”

Out in the hall, the minotaur roared. The sound was enough to rattle her eardrums, enough to shake the floor around them. “I would really prefer another option,” Thea grunted, still shoving. “Oliver, push harder—”

But Oliver had let go and was rolling up his sleeves, sidestepping closer to Cal. “Do you have anything?” he asked.

Cal’s eyes narrowed, and he didn’t look at Oliver as he answered. “You mean when you opened the Labyrinth without my consent, did I grab you a big sword to fight the monsters with? No. Believe it or not, I didn’t have the time.”

The door shuddered on its hinges again as the beast smashed into it again, and again. Thea gave up on pushing the banquet table and finally stood, eyeing the tabletop for anything of use. She could throw apples at it. Maybe a ham. Did minotaurs like ham? Seemed like it would taste better than raw human flesh.

A desperate laugh bubbled up from her belly as she took in the rest of the table, the hundreds of weapons scattered amongst fruit and sleeping bags.

There, between two dishes of vegetables soaked in butter, lay a glistening black dagger with a single ruby embedded in the handle, glistening in the firelight.

Don’t touch the weapons.

She turned just in time to watch Cal place the blade of his ring to the open palm of his hand and pull down. He closed his eyes, face furrowed in concentration as his mouth moved in the shape of whatever new incantation he was whispering. Droplets of blood splattered to the floor at his feet. She swallowed hard, sweat prickling down the back of her neck as she watched each drop smoke and bloom into wisps of shadow. They twisted and grew, growing taller until they were full figures, dark shapes that were absent any sort of human features. Then they shuddered forward, an army of hazy plumes passing her and standing guard at the door.

It was magic, unlike anything she’d seen from him yet. It was incredible. And it somehow made her feel even more helpless as another enormous bellow shook the floor. She had nothing like that, no way to help them, no way to fight—

A breath later, the door burst inward, shards of wood and metal ripping apart with the fury of an impossible nightmare: a minotaur from myth, from legend, from books she’d devoured as a child, from movies she’d laughed at as a teen.

The beast stood easily twice her height. Its horns twisted toward the vaulted ceiling of the room, its eyes flashing beady red. In its very human hands, it clenched an enormous axe, the wooden handle as thick as a small tree, the metal head glistening with fresh blood.

What was it killing before this? Thea thought deliriously.

Thick shadows danced around its head and body, a writhing motion that she recognized as swaths of black flies. A foul smell of rot came off of it in waves, hitting the back of her throat so hard she could taste it.

Its giant head moved, snout snuffling as it tried to scent the air.

“It still can’t see us,” Oliver whispered. “Don’t move.”

The monster gave another huge snort of breath, then slowly tilted its head, eyes fixing right on Thea.

“Oliver,” she called, voice quaking.

“It can’t see you,” Oliver promised, though the new quaver in his voice implied that his certainty was waning.

The beast’s hooves scratched against the stone as it took a step toward her. Its beady red eyes stayed locked on hers, and it grunted—a shuddering, moaning sound that rattled Thea’s bones. From the corner of her eye, she watched Cal’s shadow army move closer, bodies gliding over the stone without a sound.

The minotaur didn’t seem to notice. Its long fingers tightened around the shaft of the axe as it continued to approach, slowly pulling the weapon back as if in preparation of a swing. It groaned again, the deep growl now shaking the stones under her feet.

Sweat beaded along Thea’s hairline and dripped down the curve of her spine. It was close enough now that she could feel the giant puffs of its breath against her face, could taste the rotten smell of whatever it had eaten last.

“VASH.”

Cal’s command exploded through the room, and the shadow army spurted forward, coating the monster in shadow. It roared, this time furious, and Thea dove under the banquet table with a yelp as the axe came down a sliver away from where she’d just been standing, cutting through a pile of pillows and splitting one of the table benches. She watched as downy feathers floated up, spiraling gently as the weapon came down again.

The beast screamed as shadows ripped at its arms and hindquarters, and its blood fell hot against the floor in thick, black gobs that steamed where they hit the ground. It swung the axe quickly and deliberately, each strike slicing straight through a shadow and causing it to disappear in a puff of air. Every time, she watched Cal twitch, as though each hit of the blade was hurting him too.

Within moments, the beast had shaken off the last of Cal’s army and was stalking in his direction, sightless eyes no longer having any trouble, as though the traces of Cal’s magic left a straight path to his heart. Oliver had run back to the perimeter of the room, sliding his hands along the walls again in a panicked search for a door, while Cal stood by the fire, perfectly exposed.

“Try Rishi!” Oliver yelled.

“Too weak!” Cal screamed right back.

“Asac?”

This spell, Thea recognized from the barns. Cal just shook his head again in frustration, though. “Too weak, Oliver!”

The minotaur was scratching its furrowed hooves against the floor again, prepping for a dash across the hall. This one would end with Cal skewered on the tips of its horns if she didn’t do something. Thea scrambled out from under the other side of the table, desperately searching the room for anything she could use as a weapon as the monster began to run.

She grabbed for a basket of dinner rolls, pelting them at its face one at a time as she sprinted to the other side of the room.

It paused and turned to face her, confused.

And Cal jumped forward, diving at its hindquarters and smacking a bloody hand against its torso.

Thea watched in horror as the furry hide split, revealing pink skin, then muscle, then bloody bone, then—

The minotaur roared in rage and drove an elbow back, nailing Cal in the face. He fell to the ground, head smacking against the floor, before he went completely still.

“Get up!” Oliver yelled, voice frantic as he paused his constant clawing at the walls. “Callum, get up!”

Thea could just barely see the rise and fall of Cal’s chest against the floor, but he still didn’t move, even when the beast turned and raised the axe far above his head.

She didn’t think before she moved, didn’t listen to Oliver’s cries, only had eyes for the dagger on the table. Her fingers closed around the hilt, the gemstone hot against the palm of her hand.

“Hey!” she shouted.

The minotaur paused, once more swinging its head to her and freezing in place.

She let the dagger fly, her stomach twisting as she watched it soar over the table and slice into the monster’s eye. The orb burst with a pop, blood spilling down its furry snout as it roared in rage. She used the distraction to launch herself over the table and run—not toward Oliver or Cal, but directly toward the monster.

The beast dropped the axe and clawed at its eye with enormous hands, locating the hilt of the knife but unable to pull it free. Thea jumped onto the bench of the banquet table and pushed off, launching her body at the back of the beast and wrapping her hands around its enormous neck. It jerked, trying to throw her off, but she clung tight to its disgusting hide and kicked her tennis shoes into its side, rubber pressing against its human torso to launch herself even higher into the hordes of flies that buzzed around its ears. The minotaur roared again, neck muscles bulging with strain, but Thea clung tight, scrabbling forward until she was fully on its shoulders and could reach the dagger in its eye. Her fingers closed around the hilt, now slippery with black blood.

She yanked, almost falling backward in surprise when it slipped free. The minotaur clawed at her hands, long nails gashing her forearm, but Thea clenched her teeth and forced the dagger under its neck.

The bull’s head shook back and forth, desperate to dislodge her.

Thea sliced the black dagger from right to left, blood spilling hot over her fingers, the stench of it so thick in her nostrils she gagged.

The beast staggered forward one step, then two, then with a soundless cry, toppled forward.

She rode it all the way down, falling to the stone floor on top of its torso and crawling free with gasping, huffing breaths.

“Callum!” she heard from a distance, Oliver’s voice still echoing in her ears. She tried to move toward his voice, but her entire body was prickling, cold sweat itching at her neck and adrenaline coursing through every muscle with an electric current that made it impossible for her to concentrate. She sank back on her knees and held out one hand, watching as her fingers trembled. Her other hand was still covered in sticky black blood, fingers gripped tight around the dagger that was supposed to eat a hole through her flesh and kill her. The dagger that had just saved all of their lives.

A shuffling noise drew her attention, and Thea turned slightly, watching Cal push himself up from the floor with glassy eyes.

“Oh god,” Oliver breathed, kneeling at his side and wrapping an arm around Cal’s shoulder.

Cal immediately bucked him off and braced a palm against the stone, pushing himself to standing, only swaying ever so slightly.

Thea was lucid enough to see the hurt in Oliver’s eyes, but she couldn’t quite find it in herself to move off the floor. Her knees grew warm and wet, and she looked down to find them stained in the blood that was still pumping from the neck of the minotaur. Even that wasn’t enough to force her to move; she just watched the viscous black pool grow, long lines of it pooling in the cracks of the stone and trickling toward the banquet table.

“Hey.”

Her head slowly tilted to the other side, eyes sliding up to meet Cal’s. “Hey,” she said back, the sound of her voice foreign in her ears.

“Can you drop the knife?”

His words were slurred, and the corners of his eyes creased in pain, but he walked over to her side like he hadn’t just been unconscious on the ground.

Thea looked down at the dagger. In the crackling firelight, the swirling patterns on it almost seemed to move like clouds. “No,” she said quietly. Her heart was somewhere in her throat, her lungs squashed down so tight every breath she took felt like whistling through a straw. “I don’t think I want to.”

Cal stared at her for a long moment, then crouched down next to her, ducking his head under one of her arms. “Oliver,” he barked.

Thea tried not to flinch from the burst of sound.

On her other side, Oliver knelt down, careful to avoid any of the blood on the floor. He worked an arm underneath her other side, staying far from the dagger. On Cal’s count, they hoisted her up. Thea didn’t fight.

The boys placed her on a bench, next to the neat bundles of travel supplies she’d gathered only minutes ago. Oliver stood beside her, moving from foot to foot with anxious energy, and Cal sat next to her, nudging her hands apart. “The knife,” he pushed.

Thea frowned. She twisted her wrist, noting her bony death grip around the hilt with confusion. Cal took her hand in his, carefully working her fingers free and finally plucking the knife from her grasp. He winced like it was burning his skin and quickly tossed it onto the banquet table where it landed quite unceremoniously in a platter of sliced cheese.

“Jesus,” Oliver breathed.

Thea twisted her hands, looking at her palms with an urgent sense of loss. Between her ring finger and middle finger was a mark where the ruby had burned into her skin.

And before her eyes, it vanished, leaving not even a hint of color behind.

From somewhere far away, Oliver was muttering a string of curse words. Cal snarled at him to be quiet, then his fingers were snapping in front of her eyes, drawing Thea’s attention back to his face. His olive skin glowed in the firelight, and his dark hair fell across his brow, curls brushing against his long eyelashes. “Your eyes are really gray,” she said nonsensically.

Cal’s nose wrinkled in confusion. “Oh,” he said, the hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth.

“Alright, then,” Oliver interrupted, shoving between them for a bottle of water. He dumped it over Thea’s hands without any warning.

The cold splashed across her arms and legs, startling some sense back into her. “What the hell?” she yelped.

“You were in shock,” Oliver stated calmly, next grabbing for one of the many cloth napkins on the table. “Now you’re not. You can thank me later.”

Thea was pretty sure it didn’t work that way, but she couldn’t deny the fact that she suddenly felt like she could move again. Like she could breathe again.

Cal stood up abruptly, pushing away from her, and she couldn’t help the burgeoning sense of loss that grew in her throat. She didn’t call out for him, or do anything more embarrassing than tell him his eyes were pretty. Oh hell, she’d told him his eyes were pretty.

“Gray, actually.” Oliver grabbed her wrists and roughly scrubbed the blood from her hands. “You told him his eyes were gray. And you don’t need to go feeding his ego any more.”

She’d been babbling. Thea shut her mouth, determined to not embarrass herself any further. Clearly the cold had shocked her into being able to move but not into speaking with any sort of rationality.

“It’s fine,” Oliver said, more gently this time. “First time I killed something from the Labyrinth, I threw up all over myself. At least you’ve only got monster blood down the front of you. Try cleaning out blood and chunks of vomit.”

Thea laughed weakly.

“Look on the bright side. You killed the minotaur!”

Thea looked down at the floor. “Not nearly the most dangerous thing we’ll find,” she murmured, parroting Cal’s earlier words.

“Well.” Oliver shrugged. “We’ve all got to start somewhere.”

Cal had approached the body of the minotaur and was walking around its mass, eyes narrowed in thought, seemingly indifferent to their conversation. She could only hope that he’d missed the worst parts. Twisting out of Oliver’s grip, Thea snatched another cloth napkin and soaked it in water before working at her jeans. The stain only grew larger the longer she scrubbed, and she finally gave it up as a lost cause long after Oliver had moved away from her.

“The door,” she heard him call from across the room. “It’s here.”

Cal paused his inspection and looked up from where he’d crouched by the hooves of the monster.

“It’s in the fireplace,” Oliver continued.

“That wasn’t there before,” Cal insisted, throwing himself up and stalking over to the fire with long legs. “I looked everywhere.”

“I didn’t say it was there before, just said it was here now.”

Cal scowled at him but let the remark go, leaning closer to the soot-stained hearth. The glow of the flames backlit his profile, causing a halo of light to spark around his face, even as all his features were cast in shadow. “Huh,” he finally said, pushing back again and scanning the table. “Thea, do you have any more water?”

Thea bundled the napkins in a soggy, blood-filled mess and left them on the bench as she stood up. She grabbed another pitcher and brought it to Callum, watching as he poured it over the flames, effectively dousing the fire. Steam immediately billowed around them, filling her lungs as she choked.

Cal waved his hand through the steam, waiting patiently for it to dissipate. Eventually, Thea could see through the dark smog clearly enough to make out a chalky rectangular outline—lines hastily sketched onto stone. There was no knob.

“Grab the bags,” Cal told Oliver.

“I’m not your pack mule,” Oliver grumbled, but he turned around and headed for the sacks they’d filled, shouldering both with a grimace.

“Shouldn’t we grab more?” Thea asked. “More food, more…I don’t know, more anything?” She tried to stand straighter, tried to look like she was talking sense and not sputtering more gibberish. They’d almost died here. She’d killed here. It was ridiculous to stay any longer than necessary.

And yet she desperately didn’t want to find out what was on the other side of this magical door.

“The trial is complete,” Cal said calmly. “There’s nothing more for us here.”

Thea turned to look at Oliver, eyes widening as she took in the room behind them. The opulent tapestries, the back half of the banquet table, and the stone archway of the doorway they’d entered through were disappearing before her eyes. The color faded to gray, and flecks of ash danced as the room began to dissolve, leaving nothing in its wake. The effect was disorienting—Thea tried to make sense of the absence traveling toward them. The strange nothingness crept forward further, reaching the hooves of the monster and eating away at them until the legs were nothing but a void of gray.

Oliver stumbled, grunting in frustration as one of the sacks spilled out handfuls of oranges. Cal didn’t spare him another look, just pressed his still-bloodied hand against the crude door, murmuring the same spell he’d used as they entered the banquet hall. Abro. The door cracked open, revealing only a shadowy blackness beyond.

Oliver stumbled up beside them, and Cal motioned him through. Thea watched him disappear into the shadows, watched Cal motion her next.

She looked back at the room. The color dissolved from the head of the table, leaving first gray, then nothingness. “One second,” she said, darting back to the feast. She snagged another blanket, hand pausing above a jumble of forks and spoons.

The knife glistened there, still stained with the blood of the minotaur.

Deadly to humans, Oliver had claimed.

She reached out, pressing the pad of her finger to the ruby. It was still hot to touch, but when she pulled her hand away, there was only a feeling of tingling warmth as she watched her seared skin heal over until there was no mark at all.

Thea looked up to find Cal watching her, mouth a straight slash across his face.

She swallowed hard and turned toward the fireplace, leaving the knife at the table. Cal didn’t say anything as she followed him through the doorway. The light from the banquet hall cut off, and they were plunged into darkness.
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CHAPTER 15

OLIVER

Oliver’s breath caught in his throat as the stone shuddered closed, and the dark fell around them, heavy enough to smother. His fingers curled around the two canvas bags he’d carried in, squeezing so tightly his fingernails cut into his palms. It was cold on this side of the door—no more crackling fire to surround them with heat—and felt humid and damp, like they were deep, deep underground.

Oliver squeezed his eyes closed and pressed a hand to his chest, forcing himself to calm down and feel the pulse underneath his palm—a heartbeat steady enough to assure himself that he was still alive.

When he was thirteen, Oliver had tried to run away from Sanctuary the first time. He had no home, no family, only a burning desire to be anything but what they were training him to be. He spent two weeks ferreting away food from the kitchens; he spent his nights practicing the complex spell that would open a portal in his room. He didn’t have the control to pinpoint where the portal would go. He didn’t know that the Labyrinth was always there, ready to devour anything that traveled too close to the barrier.

On the night of the December full moon, while the rest of Sanctuary headed to the great hall for a meditation service, Oliver pleaded illness. Then he sliced a line down the palm of his hand, pressed it firmly to the cold cement, and said the magic word.

The whole wall had dissolved, revealing what he’d always imagined the outdoors might look like. Green trees swaying in gusts of summer wind. Blue skies without a cloud. Blades of grass that looked so soft, and purple wildflowers spread like a blanket of stars across the hills.

He didn’t stop to consider that it was winter at Sanctuary and that opening a portal across the world to a place that might be warm wasn’t something a thirteen-year-old magician was capable of. He didn’t stop to think at all. Instead, Oliver shouldered his small bag of collected food and extra clothes and stepped through the door.

It only took moments for a mimic to peel away from the nearest tree, sloughing bark off its body with every step. Beneath the disguise was a writhing black body that quickly grew taller than Oliver, taller than the tree it had used as camouflage. Dozens of mouths tore free from its appendages, each opening to reveal thousands of fangs. There were no eyes. Oliver would remember that until the end of his days. No eyes with which to see, but slits the size of Oliver’s forearms across its head that flexed and snuffed as it inhaled Oliver’s scent across the wind.

Oliver was running back to the door before he knew any better, but the entire meadow disintegrated under his feet, turning to paralyzingly cold water. He tried to swim, kicking furiously, knowing all the while that the mimic was somewhere in the vast ocean with him, knowing that any moment its teeth would close around his ankle and drag him down into the depths of the Labyrinth.

Somehow, he made it back to the portal, muscles screaming with agony as he shoved himself back through.

The beast followed.

In the end, it took three magicians, summoned by Oliver’s screams, to slaughter the thing. Later, much later, Oliver would learn that one had died from her injuries—a woman only twenty-three years old, who had beaten the barrier back in three different cities around the world. She was one of their very best.

Oliver had been punished quickly and terribly. There were no windows at Sanctuary, no daylight, no sun. Oliver thought he’d known darkness. He thought he’d known cold. But the solitary cell they’d locked him in was so deep beneath the ground, he quickly learned what both really were.

He spent his fourteenth birthday huddled in a damp corner, counting anything he could—the outlines of stones he could feel on the floor, seconds that ticked by between meals brought to him by a magician who wouldn’t speak a single word, hairs on his head—because he thought maybe, if he kept counting, he’d reach an end.

Oliver knew better now. Numbers only stretched time until it became even more meaningless.

Oliver shook his head hard and took a shuddering breath. “Callum?” he called tentatively into the dark.

“Just wait,” the other boy ordered.

Oliver clenched his jaw tight, trapping a scream between his molars. The darkness pressed in all around him, claustrophobic and terrifying, and the beat of his heart was only growing more frantic.

He sucked in a deep breath, trying to steady himself.

He was not still thirteen years old. He was not still in a cell.

He twisted his hands in the straps of the bags and squeezed his eyes closed, hoping the darkness behind his lids would somehow be better than the darkness around him.

“One,” he whispered under his breath. “Two.”

Callum wouldn’t leave him here. Callum wouldn’t abandon him, no matter how angry he was, no matter how hard Oliver’s betrayal stung. And it was a betrayal. Using Callum’s blood…it…it was the worst thing Oliver could do.

Because even though the ring was not a part of Callum’s power, it was still a symbol. A ritualistic part of spellcasting that magicians depended on to center themselves. A quiet beat of silence, of agency, before casting. The magician was the one to draw blood. The magician was the one to cast magic. The magician was the one to close the loop, let the scab form, end his spell. No one else.

But Oliver had stolen that from Callum, all while he didn’t even have the strength to fight back.

Somewhere nearby, something was shuffling nearer to him. Oliver stood frozen, paralyzed by cold fear that slicked down his back. He kept counting, shrieking numbers in his head to try and distract himself from the press of memories.

The cell.

The darkness.

The disappointment in the eyes of every one of his tutors.

The way no one at Sanctuary ever trusted him again.

The crawling depression that never left him after that day, the weight of sadness that threatened to pull him under, the want for escape that had only grown more desperate.

The unwavering knowledge that he could never flee again.

The furious self-loathing that, even after all of that, he’d spent the last two years of his life trying anything to find his way back.

And the awful shame that after everything, he’d done to Callum exactly what the Council had done to them both.

Taken away his choice.

The snick of Callum’s razor blade cut through the noise in Oliver’s head, the whispered words that followed somehow enough to pull him back from the brink. Oliver opened his eyes just in time to watch a warm ball of light appear in the palm of Callum’s hand. Callum raised his arm, gave another command, and the light took off, dancing far above their heads and casting them in a quiet glow. Oliver blinked as his eyes adjusted to the faintly flickering light. They were in a wide cave with wet walls that glistened and sparkled with veins of pink and crystal quartz.

It was beautiful. Nothing like the cell he’d been kept in.

And yet he still couldn’t catch his breath.

“You’re okay,” Callum whispered.

Oliver turned, mouth open in surprise, but the other magician had already moved on, leaving Oliver to believe that maybe he’d imagined the reassurance.

“Hey,” Thea asked. “You good?”

Oliver swallowed hard and forced a grin to his face. “Doing great,” he said as cheerfully as possible, even though he knew he probably looked like he was about to pass out. “Totally love not being able to see three feet in front of myself.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You’re afraid of the dark.”

It wasn’t untrue, but he really didn’t like the jolt of self-conscious humiliation that shocked through his core, just as sharp as the lines of quartz in the walls.

“We need to take stock of what we have,” Callum interrupted. Oliver would have thanked him for the diversion, but Callum quickly took the bags from his arms without another word. He dumped everything on the floor at their feet and started rifling through their meager belongings.

He wasn’t stopping Thea’s line of questioning out of any care for Oliver’s feelings. He really did want to take stock of what they had.

Sighing, Oliver sank down on his knees and helped sort food from camping equipment, water from blankets.

It didn’t take long to make three small piles. Nonperishable food: dried fruits, nuts, strips of jerky, and some sort of unleavened bread that Thea kept calling Hobbit food. Perishable food: a variety of fresh fruit, fresh biscuits, and half a shredded chicken, complete with the serving dish. Oliver raised his eyebrows at that, but Thea shot him a look that all but forced him to keep his opinions on the necessity of crockery to himself. And camping supplies: two blankets that looked like wool but felt like silk, three bottles of water, and a camping lantern with a snow globe in the center.

“How long will it take us to get out of here?” Thea asked softly.

The unsaid statement hung heavy between them all. This isn’t enough.

Oliver swallowed down his frustration with himself. There had been time in that room before the minotaur. Time that he’d spent arguing with Callum about doors in walls when he could have been sorting out useful equipment or packing more food. Then the monster had shown up and he’d proven to be even more useless. His magic was inaccessible. He had no power to help Callum, no way to fight the beast in front of him.

Except neither did Thea, and she’d still managed to take it down.

With a dagger. That she shouldn’t have been able to touch.

A creeping suspicion was starting to take hold, and he didn’t like where those questions might lead. He really didn’t like what it might mean for Thea. And subsequently…him.

“Oliver?” she asked.

He wiped the palms of his hands on the legs of his pants, forcing those questions down to be dealt with another time. “I don’t know,” he said.

Thea stared at him a long moment. He waited impatiently for some sort of clever retort, some well-deserved snap back, but it didn’t come.

“That’s it then,” Callum said, studying the small piles grimly. “That’s all we have to get out of here with.”

They made quick work of stuffing everything back into the two canvas sacks, leaving the useless camping lantern behind. Then they loaded up—Callum taking one, Thea taking the other, and Oliver, once again, completely useless.

Callum’s magical ball of light danced overhead joyously, lighting them all in an otherworldly glow. Thea seemed wildly impressed, staring up at it every so often like she still couldn’t believe it existed. Oliver, however, regarded it more uneasily. She wasn’t seeing the way Callum was already shuffling more slowly, the dark shadows under his eyes, or the waxy pallor of his skin that Oliver knew wasn’t normal.

There was a limit to magic. There was always a limit to magic. And if Callum drained himself before they got to the center?

There was no way the three of them stood any chance of making it out alive.

The cobblestone path they followed out of the cave was slick with dampness, and soon enough, fog rolled in, pressing in on all sides and thicker than any Oliver had ever seen. It seemed to shy away from Callum’s light, puffing up in slippery tendrils every time the ball moved, but creeping back just as solidly the moment they’d taken another step.

Now that Thea had finally gotten all of the answers to her most pressing questions, she seemed content to walk in silence, something Callum was more than happy to oblige. Oliver straggled behind them both with nothing but his thoughts to keep him company.

And those were terrible travel companions.

“Any idea where we are?” Oliver finally asked, just to break the monotonous silence.

Callum didn’t deign to look back at him.

“Or where we’re going?”

Callum slowed ever so slightly. “The river,” he said hollowly “I hope.”

The fist that had been secured around Oliver’s heart since the moment he’d woken up in the stone hallway somehow managed to tighten even further. There was only one river in the Labyrinth, and it cut straight through the entire world. There were magicians who had tried to follow it all the way down. None of them had ever come back. “Right,” he said meekly. “And you know that how?”

Callum thrust a hand up and motioned the wisp to one side. The fog parted just far enough for Oliver to see the edge of the cobblestone path.

Instead of dirt, or grass, or more stone, the entire road was lined with thousands of coins.

Oliver shied back, keeping very carefully to the center of the path even as Thea paused and stepped to the side.

“Be careful,” he cautioned.

She froze in the act of crouching, one hand outstretched toward a shining golden coin. “These going to kill me too?” she asked.

“Probably not,” Callum said. “But do you want to be the one to disturb the dead?” His eyes flicked to Oliver’s, then back away again, nose crinkling in thought. Then he knelt down next to Thea, plucked a coin from the mist, and held it out to her in the palm of his hand.

There, sitting between his love line and his lifeline, lay a single yellowed metacarpal.

Thea bit back a curse, stumbling backward as Callum chucked the bone into the distance. Oliver heard it hit the ground with a metallic clink—transformed back into a coin once more.

“Corpse road,” Callum said, wiping his hands against his jeans. He looked at Oliver again. “And all corpse roads lead to the river.”

The light settled back down near his shoulder again, casting the sides of the path back into dark shadow. Callum shoved his hands in his pockets and continued walking.

“Ah,” Thea said to his back. “Makes perfect sense. Thanks for the explanation.”

Oliver settled into a comfortable place beside her as he tried to recall hundreds of hours of lessons. His real-life experience in the Labyrinth might be limited, but after thousands of years of fighting the thing, the magicians had gathered enough information to supply the students of Sanctuary with hours upon hours of boring lectures about all the ways the Labyrinth could twist under their feet…and all the ways it liked to kill. “In the traditional sense,” he explained softly, “the coins are offerings to the gods. In the Labyrinth’s sense…well. Let’s just say, the Labyrinth is kind of owl-like in the way it devours its prey. Certain things are undigestible.”

“Gross,” Thea murmured with a grimace. She shuffled the bag she was carrying onto her back in a more comfortable position. “And we want to go to the river?”

“The water won’t hurt us,” Callum interjected.

“Right,” Oliver said, when it was clear Callum was once again done speaking. “The river is fine. It’s just the monsters that live in it that want to eat our souls.”

“The river is the fastest way to travel,” Callum said with far too much confidence.

Oliver stared at him. “The river also leads directly to death.”

Thea raised her hand. “I really don’t like the sound of that.”

“It is the fastest way to travel,” Callum said again, stubbornly. “The river won’t hurt us. It has one job, one path. Escorting those who are already dead. It is no danger to those who are still living.”

“Unless we can’t get out of it in time,” Oliver muttered.

Callum ignored him. “It’s the fastest way to get to a Heart. Where we will open the portal and get back to Earth.”

“But how do you know that?” Oliver asked incredulously. “How can you possibly know where a Heart is?”

Callum’s eyes crinkled at the corners, and he gave a dry, painful-sounding laugh. “Do you have a better idea? We can’t go backward. Did you want to go over the fields of bones?” He gestured toward the fog. “At the moment we’re being led to the river, so that’s our option. And travel on land will take too long. I…” He looked down at his hands, flexing his fingers.

Oliver couldn’t help but follow his gaze. Even in the dim light, he could see the pattern of scars crosshatching Callum’s palms and arms. Callum had been doing this longer than he had. Callum had trained longer than he had. And even with that, Oliver could have easily finished his sentence. Travel on land will take too long. I won’t survive.

Oliver swallowed down the sick feeling creeping up his throat. He’d known this might happen. He’d considered the possibility, even in the last seconds before the fairies descended upon them: the raw knowledge that despite his years of trying to save the other boy, he might be dooming Callum to a fate worse than death. They’d had it drilled into them since childhood: Magicians were highly sought after by monsters in the Labyrinth precisely because of the magic they wielded. Every one of them that the Labyrinth knocked out was one less to keep the barrier sealed. Every one of them that the Labyrinth destroyed was full of power that could be sucked dry, fueling the Labyrinth’s growth even more. They were targets, and the longer they were here, the less of a chance they had.

And Oliver had opened the portal anyway, because deep in his heart, he believed Callum was strong enough to get them back out again.

That belief was going to do nothing if Callum didn’t believe it himself.

“So, two votes for river then,” Oliver announced, trying to inject something like cheer into his voice.

Both Callum and Thea swung their heads toward him, their frowns only growing deeper.

“You’re positive this is a good idea?” Thea finally said, looking back at Callum.

“No,” he said. “But it’s the best option we have.”

She looked seconds away from arguing again, but she tipped her jaw up and set her shoulders. “Then let’s go.”

The cobblestone path underneath Oliver’s shoes was damp from the thick mist, and the stones were far from flat. He looked down at his feet, mind churning over every minute of the last day. Ever since he’d been cast out, he’d turned his mind to one singular goal: Find Callum, and get him out of Sanctuary alive. Still, despite all the time spent searching, he somehow hadn’t expected to find the other boy at the equivalent of a high school frat party, bleeding out while trying to protect a bunch of teens from a fairy attack. With a girl who had a clear connection to their kind, yet had somehow gone unnoticed by the Council for eighteen years. Two years of following the smallest breadcrumbs imaginable all to end up here, hunted by monsters, with the boy he’d never stopped loving despite their fractured history.

It was a lot to take in.

Ahead, Thea had shuffled closer to Callum as they walked, her arm nudging against his. Callum didn’t seem to pick up the clear hint, and after a moment, Thea gave up, and her posture grew sharp as a knife.

A twisting tendril of relief almost took the breath from his lungs. Just as quickly as it came on, Oliver tried to swallow it back down again. It was obvious she liked him. He’d seen it in the possessiveness she’d shown at the hotel room, in the small, furtive glances she’d been making. In the way she called him Cal and Callum let her.

Oliver scowled. He had zero claim to Callum. Besides, Oliver had doomed any chance he had by making the choice to use Callum’s blood to open the doorway to Hell.

His eyes dropped back down to the stone, and he forced himself forward one step at a time, refusing to let his bruised heart take any more control of the situation. The mists danced around them, parting only for the light and their bodies. If he let his eyes fuzz out a bit, he could almost see shapes within, tendrils that formed bodies, curls that twisted around eyes, mouths, teeth. Oliver shuddered and hurried forward, closing the gap between them. As he passed Thea, he watched as her fingers crept to the ring at her throat, rubbing it almost subconsciously.

He didn’t need to see the seven little stars on the inside of the band. The swirls that connected them.

The ring of a blood magician.

But even if it was her mother’s, it didn’t make any sense. If she had magic in her blood, the Council would have known about her from birth. She’d have been raised in Sanctuary right along with Oliver and Callum, not hiding in some backwater town.

But Callum had been in that same backwater town.

Which couldn’t have been a coincidence.

Oliver frowned, thinking of the oh-so-forgiving Council on the morning they’d cast him out. He’d stumbled down the path, barely able to pick his feet up, the seal they’d carved over his chest still a burning mass of pain.

He’d begged them for another chance.

Gotten down on his knees and cried.

If you are ever seen again, they’d said, faces hard granite, you will die.

The Council did not like loose ends. They certainly would not be accepting of a rogue magician who’d grown up outside of Sanctuary.

So if Callum was there, it was to watch her. And if the Council knew about her, then she was marked for death—

Oliver flinched back at a splash and stumbled backward with a curse and one very wet foot.

“The river,” Callum said solemnly. “We’re here.”
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CHAPTER 16

OLIVER

Heat flooded up his neck to his cheeks and ears. “That was awfully quick,” Oliver mumbled, shaking off his foot. His tennis shoe was properly soaked through, and the cuffs of his pant leg had wicked water up almost to his calf. He thought back to the piles of food and supplies waiting on the banquet table. Somehow, he doubted a pair of size 9 shoes had been sitting amongst the stockpile.

Callum reached up, and the ball above their heads danced back toward him, the light flowing back into his body as it flickered out. Panic lanced through Oliver, but before he could open his mouth to protest, he realized that they were no longer surrounded by darkness.

Instead, the fog was rolling away, revealing the banks of a black river that glowed turquoise.

“Mushrooms?” Thea asked, kneeling by the water and staring at the patches of bioluminescence.

“Magic,” Callum answered. “It’s more concentrated here.”

“It’s beautiful,” she said, awestruck.

“Look,” Callum said, finger pointing at a spot in the far distance. Oliver squinted and could make out a long, shadowy shape extending into the water. Some sort of dock or rocky ledge?

Even as he watched, something else flickered into view behind it—something with long spindly spires, floating white flags.

It was some sort of ship, appearing just for them, presumably to take them down the river of death to the bowels of the Labyrinth. Oliver trusted it exactly zero percent.

Magicians had recorded this before—the river, the boat, the path to certain death. In their accounts, sometimes they avoided it altogether. Sometimes they followed the sound of the water. Never did they board the ship.

But Callum shrugged the strap of the bag more snugly over his shoulder and took off down the rocky shore, Thea at his side.

“Wait,” Oliver huffed, jogging to catch up. “If something attacks us on that thing, we’ll have even less of an escape path. I really don’t think—”

“So, you would prefer we swim,” Callum called.

“No, I was just kind of hoping that you’d reconsidered your plan and we’d forgo this river nonsense altogether.”

The ship loomed ahead of them, solidifying more and more the closer they got. Callum didn’t slow as he scrambled across the slippery wet wood of the dock. Thea, at least, retained some common sense and pulled to a halt beside Oliver.

“Callum, I really don’t think this is a good idea. There’s no record of someone traveling this way. Which could be because no one tried it, or it could be because all the ones who did died.”

Callum didn’t turn as he boarded the vessel.

Thea was mumbling something under her breath next to him. Then she drew up, posture straightening, and stepped forward.

“You too?” Oliver asked futilely.

She at least spared a look back at him and shrugged.

Oliver waited a minute, still certain that something was going to emerge from the depths and eat them. The dock rocked ominously, boat creaking up against it. The smell of rot rolled up all around him, coming off the water in waves.

Both Thea and Callum disappeared from view.

“Great,” Oliver muttered. “Leave me with no options, why don’t you?”

Grumbling under his breath, Oliver picked his way over the planks and gingerly stepped onto the boat.

Up close, it was much smaller than it had seemed from land, but it was solid enough, with an outstretched deck and three masts extending toward the black void above them. There was no sort of wheel anywhere that Oliver could see. In fact, there was nothing Oliver could see besides the deck under their feet and the ghostly shapes of the sails, wavering slightly in the brush of cold air that came in off the waves.

As soon as he’d considered that thought, the boat rocked back from the dock, floating slowly, but with definite purpose, toward the middle of the river.

“Comforting,” Oliver said, stomach already queasy from the movement of the water.

There was no answer. Thea and Callum were across the boat, pulling blankets from the packs and laying them in the farthest corner of the ship. They seemed to be mumbling as they worked, though Oliver couldn’t hear a word. Maybe Thea was peppering Callum with a million and one questions like she’d done with Oliver. Maybe Callum was explaining to her why he was such a martyr.

Because this boat had one purpose. To escort the dead.

Thea let out a laugh from the other side of the ship. The temperature was dropping at a scarily fast pace the closer to the center of the river they got. Oliver was already beginning to shiver. He was really starting to regret not stuffing his blood-stained sweater back in his bag. It wouldn’t have done much to block the icy breeze from his skin, but it would have been better than a T-shirt. He should go over and help. Even just sit with them both and warm up.

A sudden peal of laughter from Callum washed over the boat.

It was like knives to Oliver’s chest, flaying him down to the bone. Once, he’d craved that laughter like he craved oxygen. And Thea was getting it.

Oliver didn’t do half measures. He knew himself well enough for that at least. So instead of walking over and continuing to spoil everything with the foul blackness welling up inside of himself, he was going to just freeze to death on the deck railing. That would show them all.

The bluish light from the pools of magic was significantly less out in the choppy waves of the river. Instead, everything was lit by the bright white of two orbs that had appeared in the sky. One was moon-sized, propped almost directly above Oliver’s head where a moon should be. The other was enormous, hanging low enough that it looked as though it could be swallowed by the river at any time. He’d of course heard stories of the moving landscapes of the Labyrinth, of the settings that both mimicked human reality and human dreams. Nothing could prepare him for the reality of it—the continual changing and warping of the space around them. The Labyrinth morphed based on who was in it, offering up a person’s wildest dreams as well as their darkest nightmares. He didn’t know which of them it was reacting to right now, but he hoped with all his heart that it wasn’t about to feed his own nightmares back to him. He didn’t want to know what kind of monsters he might spawn.

“Want to fill me in on what a Heart is?”

Oliver eyed Thea as she stepped up beside him. “A haven,” he said. “Magicians have a few places in the Labyrinth that they’ve warded. Made safe. Where they can move between worlds. We need to find one if we want any chance at getting back.” He stared out over the rolling waves.

“You know,” she said after a long moment, “for someone who spent years traversing the world, you kind of suck at adventuring.”

Oliver kept his eyes firmly fixed on the second moon. “Thanks,” he muttered.

“I’m serious. What’s wrong with you? You barged into Barren’s Peak with a clear agenda, and you were a dick about it.”

“I’m sorry.” Oliver blinked. “I wasn’t trying to upset you. I’d just been looking for so long, and it felt so close—”

“Exactly my point, though,” Thea said. “Goal reached. You fought the fairies. You saved your magician. And you brought us here. You. No one else. So why are you acting like you’re so afraid of everything?”

He bristled, heat crawling up the back of his neck. “I’m not afraid,” he muttered. “I just have common sense.”

“Is it common sense? Or are you just giving up entirely?”

Oliver tilted his head, studying her in the moonlight. Her fingers were clean enough, but she still had spatters of black minotaur blood staining the cuffs of her flannel shirt. A smudge of it streaked across her forehead. Her long blonde braids were haphazard at best, strands of greasy, sweat-soaked hair floating free around her face. She stood at least six inches shorter than Oliver, but her face was turned up, her mouth pressed to a straight but determined line, her green eyes flinty sharp in the soft light.

She was pretty. He’d give her that. Not his type, but Oliver could understand what Callum saw in her. She looked like a warrior. Like if he took a sword and put it in her hand, she’d go straight to battling for the world.

The chain holding her ring caught in the light as the boat swooped over another wave, and Oliver frowned. “I did have a clear agenda in Barren’s Peak,” he said. “And it ended the moment I found him.” He nodded at Callum. “That was it. Life’s purpose for two years. Try to find my way back to the only home I’d ever had and save him from it.”

“Save him from what, exactly?” she asked.

There was no good answer to that. “I don’t know.” Oliver sighed. “Destroying himself? You saw how willing he was to throw his life away to save us from the minotaur. He’s always been like that. Buys into everything the Council feeds him.”

“The Council. Like…head magicians?”

“Ehh…essentially,” Oliver managed, even though it left a bitter taste in his mouth.

“So you want to save him from becoming a magician.”

Oliver shrugged. “Sure. Why not.”

“Kind of think you’re a bit late,” she said.

His eyes dropped to the rail. “You don’t say.”

“You know, I grew up believing in magic. But then my mom died. So I gave it all up for a healthy dose of realism, until the two of you.”

Oliver didn’t know what her point was, so he just shrugged.

“I’m just saying, some of us would have killed to have what you two have. Access to magic? Real magic? And you want him to just give it all up?”

Oliver steeled his face, hoping he was reflecting some semblance of calm and not the fact that he was about to fly off the handle. “Trust me, it’s not that simple. Sanctuary is…Sanctuary is not a good place. It’s going to kill him, staying there. Obeying them. And I just…” There was so much Oliver wanted to say, so much hurt left in him. It burned, foul and rancid, and no matter how much he tried, he would never be able to fully excise it. He had only ever wanted to help. But Callum was never going to leave. “It’s just not that simple,” he repeated.

“Nothing ever is,” she said, leaning against the railing and crossing her arms, chin tilted up in thought. “You guys were together? In Sanctuary?”

Heat rushed to his cheeks. Oliver wasn’t sure if it was anger, frustration, or sheer humiliation. He twisted his head to the right so she couldn’t see his face any longer. “No. Definitely not.”

She frowned. “Okay, well…you clearly have feelings for him. You’re kind of obvious about it.”

And yet you’re the one he’s laughing for, Oliver thought waspishly. His mouth settled in a firm line, even as heat prickled up his neck. “You have no idea what you’re talking—” The boat gave a sudden lurch, throwing Oliver up against the rail. He swore, steadying himself with one hand and wrapping the other around his aching ribs. Thea seemed remarkably nonplussed, shifting her feet and riding the rocking waves like she’d been sailing her entire life. He hated how suited she was to this place. Hated how she fought off the first trial like it was absolutely nothing, and how easy it was for her to get under his skin and pick apart his interior life like he was a silly child. The Labyrinth was responding to it, water roiling underneath the ship in tandem with the impotent anger in Oliver’s veins.

He breathed in, forcing his emotions down in the same way he forced his desperate desire for magic down. Tucked it in a box between his ribs, let the weight of it settle in his bones until there was nothing left but the same bleak emptiness that had accompanied him for the last two years of his life.

The crashing waves subsided, leaving the boat gently swaying on top of the dark sea below. Oliver leaned his cheek against the cold wood of the boat rail, studying the water. Something moved beneath the waves, a steady procession of writhing and churning shapes that he couldn’t quite make out. He cupped his hands to his face, blocking out some of the moonlight above and letting his eyes adjust to the dark, already knowing deep within his heart what he was about to see.

There, underneath the water, bobbed thousands of transparent shapes, gnarled fingers reaching out, ghostly bodies swollen with water, deadened eyes looking up lifelessly at the sails.

Thea peered over the rail next to him, her sharp inhalation of breath the only sign that she’d seen them too.

“They’re souls,” Oliver murmured, staring as the bodies floated aimlessly down the river, ghostly shapes almost ethereal in the reflection of the moonlit waves. “When the Labyrinth breaches the barrier to Earth, people die. It takes them, feeding first on their blood, then luring their souls to a corpse road. Once souls reach the river, they’re drained of all their power. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Magic to magic. Sucked away into nothing.”

The sound of lapping water rose up around them as the ship plunged into deeper water, and another gust of frigid air caused Oliver to shiver. Thea didn’t seem bothered by it, only leaned further over the side, brow furrowed in thought. “Why was Cal in Barren’s Peak?” she asked.

The jarring nickname rubbed Oliver’s nerves raw, but he did his best not to flinch.

“He was kind of an enigma,” she continued when he didn’t answer right away. “All we knew was that he moved into town to take care of some land. But that’s not really why he was there.”

“No,” Oliver finally allowed. “It’s not.”

“So? What’s special about Barren’s Peak?”

Oliver swallowed hard. “Well, for one, the barrier is thinning there. Enough so that fairies were able to chew through. Whenever a location has that much magical activity, the Council sends a magician to keep tabs. Eventually, if it gets bad enough, the entire Council shows up. Patches it up.”

“And fairies weren’t bad enough for them?” she asked incredulously.

He snuck a look at her, wisps of blonde hair dancing around her face like a halo in the wind, fingers tangled once again in the chain at her neck. “No,” he said carefully. “Usually, fairies would be plenty bad enough. But I don’t think he was there to watch the barrier.”

Thea’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Then what was he there for?”

Oliver bit down on his lower lip. “I think he was there to watch you.”

Her eyes narrowed, and her arms immediately crossed in front of her chest in a subconscious defensive position. “Okay, creepy. Why?”

Oliver squashed down a dozen answers that wanted to flit free. To capture you. Study you like a lab rat, because you are not supposed to exist, not outside of Sanctuary. To kill you.

“It doesn’t matter what I think,” he finally said, fixing his eyes on the water below and trying to let the rocking of the boat settle him. “I’m usually wrong.”

He knew he should give her more than that. Follow it up with an it’s okay, a don’t worry, a you can trust Callum. Give something to hold onto, no matter how false it was.

Instead, he said nothing, just watched the parade of souls passing them one by one.
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CHAPTER 17

OLIVER

Eventually, they slept, curled up in the blankets that Callum had meticulously spread out, saying nothing more about anything. Thea had stopped questioning Oliver, but had also stopped speaking to Callum, giving him as wide a berth as was possible in their tiny corner until she finally gave in to the exhaustion and crawled between them both, siphoning the most heat of anyone in the group. Oliver wasn’t far behind—even though he had to force himself to close his eyes, it only took moments for him to fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.

It was the itching that woke him before the others, an awful burning that made him want to rip off his skin—same as the hotel room the other night. Oliver gritted his teeth and rolled over carefully, slipping free of the blankets without disturbing Thea or Callum. The sky still hung with two moons—one regular sized, the other an enormous bruise on the dim horizon. He was more than a little uneasy to find himself feeling actually rested—in the casual darkness of the place, it was impossible to tell if it had been a full day, or only an hour, but he had suspicions that were trending toward the latter.

Time was ticking down on them, and no matter how strong a magician Callum was, no one could last in here forever. Especially not without support. And without access to Oliver’s own abilities…

Oliver grimaced, a wash of impotent frustration curdling alongside the awful itching.

He reached for his shoes. Irritated to find that they were still damp, he settled on padding across the boat in his bare feet.

The chill from before was still ever-present, and within moments, Oliver’s arms were wrapped around his torso like he could manage to contain his own shivering through sheer willpower alone.

He should go back to the blankets. Get at least a few more hours of warm sleep in before they were forced to face whatever new nightmares the Labyrinth was thinking up.

Scowling, Oliver shook his head and forced himself forward, circling around the upper deck until he was at the bridge of the ship, fully out of view of the other two.

The ropey patch of scar tissue that lay across his collarbone was on fire. Oliver finally gave in to the temptation of digging his nails in, furiously rubbing at the mark beneath his T-shirt. All it served to do was kick up a toxic desire deep within his stomach as his magic rumbled to life.

The small ball of light Callum had cast last night to lead them along the dark path was a more complex version of a simple warmth spell—one he could sorely use right now. A simple light with a softly emanating heat?

It was one of the very first spells they’d ever learned.

Oliver sank down to the floor, kneeling on the cold planks and drawing out his hands. He cupped his palms together, looking down at them with a placid sense of futility. This was a terrible idea. He’d tried before, of course. Drawing on his own well of magic was as natural as breathing. Being blocked was a puncture wound to his lungs—with every inhalation came the panicked fear that it wasn’t enough, that his body wasn’t getting what it needed, that he was going to die. He didn’t think it was a feeling he would ever get used to.

So of course he’d tried before. And failed before. Again, and again, and—

How many times was he going to torture himself before he’d just accept that the Council had well and truly cut him off?

“Stop it,” he whispered, trying to shake the negativity from his head before he’d even had the chance to begin. He turned his thoughts inward, reaching down to the cavernous space inside himself where his magic still resided.

A fragile filament untangled, feathered ends brushing against the boundary of the spell that had been cast upon him.

It was almost instantaneously accompanied by a stabbing pain in his chest, one that took his breath away.

Hunching over further, Oliver let out a strangled curse and gritted his teeth against the rush of nausea that always accompanied these efforts. Sweat beaded at his temples, skin going clammy with the pain even as it quickly receded, leaving only the memory of agony—another to add to his collection of broken and failed attempts.

Shaking his head, Oliver straightened up again, cupping his hands and staring at the lifelines that cut across his palms. He frowned, then reached up, gently pulling out the chain that always hung around his neck. His ring still hung there, a burnished silver that was slightly too big for his ring finger, slightly too small for the others. Oliver brushed the pad of his thumb over the small catch, watching the tiny razor blade pop free.

They’d been awarded the rings deep in the bowels of the Sanctuary sometime during their fifteenth years.

During the ceremony, Callum had gone down on his knees at the Council’s feet. An ancient woman had stepped forward, and he’d bowed his head, let her fingernails stroke down the back of his neck and toward his arm. She’d placed the ring upon his finger with a carefully intoned phrase that Oliver couldn’t quite catch. Callum had flexed his hand, stared at the glistening metal band, and smiled.

When Oliver’s turn came next, she’d had to press him down. Her nails left scratch marks along the top of his arm. And the hiss of her words in his ear didn’t sound careful at all.

The only reason you are here is because we are desperate. Don’t you dare waste this.

It had taken him one year, two weeks, and five days to waste this. And only three hours to be caught, dragged back, then cast out entirely.

Sighing, Oliver pressed the blade to his finger and pushed down until a tiny bead of blood appeared.

He didn’t reach for his magic right away. Instead, he mumbled the spell first, forcing it from his lips before the pain could take everything away.

“Ber.”

Pressure at the back of his eyes sparked and Oliver groaned, fighting to ignore the building agony. Magic crawled from his stomach, twining up his ribs, gathering in the back of his throat. Heat sparked along his palms, and he forced his eyes open, desperate to see a light there, a small version of Callum’s wisp, anything at all.

His vision wavered, blurry and black as liquid pooled in the corners of his eyes and began to spill down. The vessels in his nose went next, a gush of hot blood that spilled over his lips and reeked of death. He didn’t let go, wouldn’t let go, couldn’t breathe through the pain—

A single spark of light flickered in the palm of his hand, spitting lukewarm heat.

It hurt, god, it hurt, but there was light, and there was warmth, and it worked—

“What are you doing?”

The light sputtered out just as quickly as it had sprung to life. Nausea bubbled over, saliva pooling in his mouth as he whirled to find Callum standing behind him, shock and outrage painting his face a brilliant red.

Oliver knew he should feel fear, or panic, or sheer humiliation at being caught. Instead, it was glimmering adrenaline and frothy disbelief surging through him, alongside the searing magic still searching desperately for an outlet.

Magic that, for just a moment, had fully escaped its cage.

Magic that worked.




[image: ]






CHAPTER 18

CALLUM

Callum slid down on his knees, fear beating a steady pulse through his entire body. He couldn’t be…

The ritual hadn’t been violent. Instead, the leader of their Council had stepped forward and wrapped a hand around the back of Oliver’s neck, pulling him close enough that her lips brushed against his forehead. Callum had watched as she pressed the sword to his chest, the blade held steady against him as Oliver tried his hardest not to move, not to breathe. Your magic is bound until death, she’d intoned. Then she slid the sword up, quickly, easily, skin flaying away like melting butter. Oliver only cried out once before his legs gave out completely.

When she let go, he slid to the ground, hands pressed to the sluggishly leaking wound. His eyes had flicked up, wet with unshed tears as they caught Callum’s, widening with every breath as shiny panic took hold.

He no longer had access to magic. He was no longer a danger to anyone else.

Callum had watched silently as they dragged him away, knowing with total certainty that there was no way to reverse the magic of that sword. No one would be stupid enough to try.

But Oliver had always hated playing by the rules.

“Oliver, what are you doing?” he asked again, even though he already knew the answer with sickening certainty.

Oliver shot him a look of unrepentant frustration. Then he hunched over himself with a low groan.

“Dammit,” Callum hissed, grabbing Oliver’s face between his hands. “Look at me. Look at me.”

Oliver flinched back. “Don’t,” he stammered, trying to catch his breath.

His face had taken on a sickly hue, and Callum recognized the heavy panting for what it was only a moment before Oliver stumbled to his feet and lurched toward the deck rails, emptying the contents of his stomach into the water.

Callum jumped to his feet, stalking over to the other magician and hooking a hand in Oliver’s collar, spinning him around. “What the hell was that,” he snapped. “You’re going to get yourself killed pulling that shit—” He came to a sudden halt.

Blood dripped from Oliver’s nose and eyes, glistening along his upper lip, carving a path down his cheeks. In a panic, Callum grabbed for Oliver’s face again, wiping at the mess with his fingers, smearing it further.

Oliver just batted his hands away and gave him a watery grin. “It worked,” he whispered.

Callum wanted to shake him. To scream at him. “That tiny pinprick of light?” he said incredulously. “That’s hardly even real spell work!”

The effect of his words on Oliver was instantaneous. The grin fell to a straight line, the barely disguised hope in his voice disappearing completely. “That was as real as it gets for me these days.” He glowered.

Callum tried to reach for him again, but Oliver shook him off with a scowl. “It’s fine. I’m fine.” He yanked up the hem of his shirt, scrubbing at his face, swearing under his breath when it came back stained with blood.

“You’re fine?” Callum choked. “You’re bleeding from your eyes!”

“It’s just a few burst blood vessels,” he said as he smeared another long streak down the side of his face. “But luckily that wasn’t real spell work. If it had been real spell work, now that’s when you should worry. I have to imagine I’d bleed out. Or my organs would go pop. Or maybe something even worse; who knows what beautiful ends the Council devised for me. Thankfully my knight in shining armor stopped me—”

“Don’t do that,” Callum said darkly. “Don’t act like you don’t matter.”

“I don’t matter. Or did you miss that memo when they threw me out of Sanctuary?”

Callum barely kept himself from flinching. He couldn’t do this right now. He couldn’t have this argument right now, he couldn’t handle trying to convince Oliver that his life was worth something, not after everything Callum had done—

No. He forced those memories back down where they belonged, swirling in the cesspool of his nightmares.

“…useless down here.”

Oliver was still ranting, and Callum tried his hardest to drag himself back to every word he was saying. “You aren’t useless.”

“Sure, Callum,” Oliver scoffed. “Or is it back to Cal now?”

Callum was floundering, unable to right himself from a situation that had gone so far off the rails. “That’s not fair—”

“No,” Oliver mused, “it’s only Cal for people you like.”

It was like being hit with a brick to the chest. His throat was painfully tight as he swallowed; his lungs fluttered uselessly like he was trying to draw breath underwater. “Shut up,” he stammered.

“Feel free to prove me wrong.”

“Shut up,” Callum snapped, louder this time. He was only minimally satisfied when Oliver actually did stop talking. “Just stop. Just…” He grabbed Oliver’s hand, pulling it away from his face where he was only succeeding in making even more of a mess. “Wait.”

He hurried back over to the blankets where Thea was still somehow asleep, and dug through the bags, coming up with one of the jugs of water. His heart was still in his throat, trying to beat its way out of his chest, but Callum forced himself to try and calm down, to pull away from the warring messages his brain was so insistent on chiming.

He’s dying.

He hates you,

He’s dying,

He will never forgive you,

Oliver may hate him, but he wasn’t dying. Not on Callum’s watch.

With that final, forced sentiment, Callum stalked back over to the other boy. “Here,” he grunted, shoving the bottle at Oliver.

Oliver grabbed it and took a long drink, swishing it around in his mouth before spitting it out over the side of the boat. “Gross,” he mumbled. Then he splashed a handful onto his face and started scrubbing. “Just for the record, I thought you were asleep,” he said, like that somehow made everything better.

Oliver wasn’t dying, but he was an idiot. “So, the Council sealed you off from your magic on penalty of death, but you decided to go for it anyway, because I was asleep.”

“It wasn’t that big of a deal.”

“And when you accidentally kill yourself in the process, what then? It doesn’t matter?”

“I mean…”

“Seriously, Oliver?”

Callum glared at Oliver as he rubbed furiously at his hairline.

Without a shower, Oliver wasn’t getting the blood out any time soon. Callum stepped closer, hoping Oliver couldn’t hear the pounding of his heartbeat that was so impossibly loud in his own ears. “You’re just making it worse,” he grunted. “Give me the water.”

Oliver handed the bottle over with a petulant humph.

Callum wrapped one hand around the back of Oliver’s head, tilting it down enough for him to splash the water over his cheeks. He worked his fingers toward Oliver’s temples, until the worst of the damage had been erased.

Oliver carded his fingers through his hair, pushing the wet strands back out of his face as he looked at Callum again.

And dammit.

This was exactly what Callum did not want to do.

Stand in front of the boy he’d been in love with since he was eleven years old, look deep into his golden-brown eyes, and see nothing but horrible sadness staring back at him.

Callum felt his chest start to crumple in, felt the air stick tight in his lungs. Nothing worked right, even breathing hurt, and he just…

He couldn’t…

He pressed forward, tipping his head ever so slightly to the side as his nose brushed Oliver’s, as his lips found Oliver’s, as Oliver surged forward and kissed him back, as his desperate loneliness faded away, and for one single second, everything was the way it should be.

“I miss you,” Callum breathed.

Then Oliver’s hands were on his shoulders, shoving him away. Callum staggered back a step, the barest memory of Oliver’s mouth still tingling on his lips, surprise and hurt blooming in his chest. “What?” he stuttered.

Oliver looked furious. “Don’t say that,” he ground out, voice shaky and tight.

“I do,” Callum insisted. “I miss—”

“You don’t get to say that. You don’t get to pretend like you care.”

Callum rocked back on his heels, stunned. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. Just as quickly as the urge had come on, it now disappeared, leaving nothing but heartbreak in its place.

“No. No, you…you don’t…” Oliver gave a lost-sounding laugh, pressing one hand to his mouth like he could feel the memory of Callum’s lips there too.

“I do miss you,” Callum promised. “And I do care.”

Oliver shook his head. “If you cared, you would have met me, that night. Like you were supposed to. Like we talked about. You would have come with me, and none of this would have happened.”

The sheer naivete was enough to take Callum’s breath away. “It doesn’t work that way,” he said. “You think they would have let us get away with it? That they wouldn’t just track us down again the second they found out we were missing?”

Oliver didn’t answer, just blinked, wounded eyes boring into Callum’s soul.

And Callum wanted so badly to look away, but he held Oliver’s gaze. “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I…” The words were on the tip of his tongue, the guilt a corrosive acid he was frantic to spit free. Tell him what you did.

He couldn’t seem to make himself say another word.

Oliver stared at him, waiting for a long, uncomfortable beat. Then he shook his head in disbelief. “Right,” he said quietly. “You’re sorry. You’re always sorry.” He knelt down and picked up the discarded, now-empty bottle of water and handed it back to Callum. “We both need sleep, Callum,” he said. Then he turned and headed back to the blankets.

Callum didn’t follow.
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CHAPTER 19

THEA

Thea, something whispers, a shadow, thick like syrup. The sickly-sweet smell of rot permeates the air, and somewhere far away, the minotaur bellows. This is not the sound of his hunt, only the sound of his dying.

The ring around her neck burns bright, glowing in the fog, and her body flows over the black waves like a dream. With every blink she moves a hundred meters.

Sparkling blue fairies twinkle through the sky, but they shy away from her touch. Spirits from the water rise up, souls twisting around her limbs, then part, heads nodding almost in reverence.

Thea, they whisper. Slayer of the beast. Hero of the Labyrinth.

Her chest swells with pride, and the dagger morphs in her hands, a sword materializing in its place and growing longer with every heartbeat.

Hero…Hero…the whispers continue.

The words twist in her ears, until the buzz solidifies into something she can grasp, the thread of a melody she remembers.

And someone is singing, soft and warm, and full of love.

Someone is saying her name and she recognizes the cadence from somewhere, sometime, long ago….

Thea, her mother calls. Welcome home.
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Thea jerked awake, mouth open in a silent scream. She twisted over, blankets pulling tight around her as fragments of nightmare clogged in her chest, sticking to every breath she took with a honeyed grip. Shaking her head, Thea forced herself to breathe slowly, filling her lungs with oxygen, then letting the air slowly back out again. The imagery was quick to fade.

The sound of her mother’s voice was not.

Once she was certain she wasn’t going to start crying, she looked over at the boys. Oliver was still fast asleep next to her—proof that her scream had thankfully stayed firmly lodged in her throat. Cal was asleep on the other side of the boat, wedged up against a corner and wrapped up in his leather jacket.

She crawled out from the blankets, standing and stretching. All around her were dark waves as far as she could possibly see. The water was still calm on the surface though, lapping gently along the side of the wood, enough to lull anyone back to sleep.

Thea shook off the dregs of the dream and started walking.

The entirety of the ship wasn’t huge—only eighty paces from bow to stern. She walked it until her legs burned and her chest hurt, before deciding there was officially nothing of interest.

Then she fought her hair into two neat braids.

There was no way to tell the time in the dark of the sky, but when it became obvious that they were not going to be joining the land of the living any time soon, she gave in to her hunger cravings and put together a meager meal of disgustingly grape-flavored jerky and water before doing a few more laps of the ship, this time more to keep warm than to burn energy.

She walked to the port side beyond where both boys could see her if they woke up. She sank down, her back against the wooden wall, knees pulled to her chest.

She reached for the necklace at her throat and tugged the ring free, finally studying it for the first time since falling into this place.

Set inside were the seven little marks, barely visible to the eye, but ridged just enough that she could feel them when she ran a finger along the metal. She felt all around the ring, but unlike Cal’s, there was no hidden catch or secret lever that exposed a tiny razor blade—at least, none that she could find.

“Your mother’s,” her dad had said when he handed it to her last year. Her first inclination had been anger. It had apparently been one of the only things found in the wreckage of their house, and he’d chosen to stash it in a dresser drawer for a decade instead of sharing the only part of her mother they still had. But then he’d looped it over her head, reached for her hand, and squeezed tight. “You’re beautiful, just like she was,” he’d said sadly.

He hadn’t spoken again for a week. Just lay on the unraveling mustard-yellow couch in the den watching animal documentary after animal documentary and staring just past the screen. It wasn’t unusual behavior for him. But Thea couldn’t help but feel like this round of dissociation was partially her fault.

She let the ring fall back to her neck and closed her eyes.

A magician’s ring. Oliver was so certain.

But there was no hidden blade like his own ring, and her mother…she couldn’t have been one of them. Thea had watched Cal’s skin grow back together after every slice he made into his palm; if her mother were a magician, she’d still be alive.

Where did you get that ring….

Oliver’s words were still fresh enough in her brain to bring color to her cheeks and frustration to her head.

“I don’t know,” Thea whispered aloud.

She wished this were all a fever dream. A drunken stupor. Maybe she was still at Max’s party, sleeping off what would become a hell of a hangover. Magicians, and secret cults, and sentient labyrinths breeding nightmares…

But no. She flexed her fingers. They were finally clean from the black blood of the monster she’d killed, but she could still feel it there—the itch of something sticky, the faint smell of death.

This was very, very real.

Thea leaned over the deck, frowning as her eyes tried to adjust to the darkness. Both moons had dimmed, and as she looked over the side of the boat, she struggled to see more than a few feet in front of herself. She peered down at the black water again, but the ghostly wraiths from last night were long gone—nothing stretched beneath her but void-black waves.

“There’s land.”

She turned to Oliver, watching as he stretched and walked over to her place at the rail. Nervousness twisted inside her chest, and she looked past him, scanning the rest of the boat for anything out of place. Sure enough, far in the distance, there was a strip of land, full of spiky trees that sliced into the night sky.

The wood creaked under her feet. She could no longer tell if it was the normal warping and moving of the planks, or if it was a sign of something worse. Would the entire thing disintegrate under their feet, like the banquet hall where she killed the minotaur? Were they all seconds away from plunging into a magical river of death? If she was going to be stuck swimming, she wanted to do it on her terms, and fast. Who knew what was in this water with them. Who knew what lurked beneath the ghosts and the waves, or what creature lay beneath the simple wood of the ship, ready to rear up and devour them.

“Did you want to go wake up Cal?”

“Not particularly,” Oliver muttered.

She swung her head, staring at him. Up close, she could see the dark circles under his eyes. Something smudgy and dark was caked in his hair, near his left ear. In the diffuse light, she couldn’t tell if it was grease or if it was blood.

Like he could sense exactly what she was looking at, Oliver reached up and rubbed furiously. The spot flaked away easily enough, leaving her to believe it had to be dried blood.

She steepled her fingers and leaned forward, resting her elbows on the rail and her chin on her hands. “What’s wrong with you?” she asked.

The tips of his ears had gone red, and his mouth was a stubborn line. “I’m just tired,” he said sullenly.

“Oh, really. What happened last night after I fell asleep?”

He scowled. “Nothing.”

“Interesting. So, you just woke up bleeding from a magical head wound?”

Oliver stiffened beside her. “No,” he stated, then very purposely turned back toward the water, clearly not intending to give her any more information.

It went against everything her instincts were shrieking for her to do, but she forced herself to chill out and not press him for answers. She twisted the end of one braid in her fingers and ran her tongue over her teeth. “So, what’s next?”

Oliver started picking at the rail, pulling up a long piece of thin wood. “Hopefully we do some hiking through magical wilderness and we don’t die. You’re from West Virginia, you all like that sort of thing, right?” He scrubbed a hand through his hair. It stuck up in tufts around his ears. Then he pulled out his glasses—somehow not crushed from where he’d apparently stashed them haphazardly in the pocket of his pants—and pushed them onto his nose.

“Generally speaking, most humans like not dying, yes,” she answered.

“I meant the hiking part.”

“You don’t say.”

Oliver’s mouth ticked up, the smallest hint of a grin.

A flush of satisfaction shot through her as she headed back toward their tiny camp. She folded each of the blankets and settled them into the canvas sacks before tucking the food back away along with one of the water bottles, still half full. She regarded the other with a sinking stomach. Totally empty.

Maybe the Labyrinth was planning on providing them another table full of sustenance, hopefully this time without a minotaur to accompany the feast.

The ship shuddered underneath her again, sending Thea straight into the wall. Irritated, she pushed herself up with a scowl to find Oliver smirking at her.

“Graceful,” he teased.

Thea rolled her eyes.

“We should probably wake him up now,” Oliver followed, nodding at Cal.

He’d curled even tighter into his jacket. It was almost cute, were it not for the fact that his desire to sleep against a wall with zero heat and zero padding rather than sleep next to her felt ever so slightly passive-aggressive.

Oliver showed no inclination to move to the other boy, so Thea handed off the sacks and strode over. Cal’s eyes flicked open the second she got within a foot of him. He pushed himself up, swaying a little like swatches of dream still clung to him. Then he turned, regarding the shore ahead of them.

“Oh,” he said eloquently.

If the Labyrinth didn’t kill her first, the monosyllabic answers sure would. “We thought you might want to be awake for land,” she said.

He nodded, turning back toward her. “You sleep okay?”

She shrugged.

He gave a sharp nod. “Fair.”

Her brow furrowed, about to ask how his own night was, but he wasn’t looking at her anymore. Instead, he was staring at Oliver. Fingers beating a frenetic pulse against his pant leg.

The ship was still moving but seemed to be turning inward, to the center of the river rather than toward the shore. “So…how do we steer this thing?” she asked, cringing at how much water still lay between them and land.

“We don’t,” Cal said.

“So how are we getting there.” She pointed to the trees that were definitely farther away than they were just a few moments ago.

He chewed his lower lip and looked back toward Oliver.

She had a very bad feeling that she already knew the answer. Her limbs were filled with a buzzing energy, adrenaline rising at the idea of jumping into the water. A raw thrum of premonition slicked down her spine. She might not be a magician, but she was well-versed in common sense. There was absolutely nothing good waiting for them off of this boat.

“We’re not actually swimming that far, are we?” she asked.

Cal looked down at her. “Can you?” he asked.

Obviously, she could swim. She was one of the best swimmers in their town. Didn’t mean she wanted to jump into the water that, as of last night, was full of ghosts. “Yes, but—”

“Then yes, we’re swimming that far.”

She stared at Cal, at the haunted, sleepless look in his eyes. He looked just as tired as Oliver, but she’d trusted him this far.

“Any day now,” Oliver called, already standing at the edge of the ship.

Sighing, she followed Cal over to Oliver, who had heaved himself up on the boat rail. Both sacks were propped next to him. Cal took one, and Thea tried to go for the other, but Oliver beat her to it.

“I don’t want to do this,” he said firmly. “I just want that noted and witnessed by both of you. I do not want to do this.” Despite that, he managed to tie the bag around his waist, throw his arms up over his head, and dive gracefully, sliding under the water with the ease of a practiced swimmer.

Thea scrambled up on the rail, where he’d just stood. “For the record,” she turned to Cal, “I’m with him. I really, really hate this plan.” Then she sucked in a deep breath and jumped, stomach in her throat for only a second before she smashed into the icy cold of the river.
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CHAPTER 20

CALLUM

The shock of cold punched the air from Callum’s lungs as he dove after Thea. He went under, immediately losing his grip on the canvas sack. The once calm and placid river swirled to life in angry, chopping waves that pummeled his body, trying to yank him back down even as he fought his way to the surface.

Maybe Oliver had a point; the river probably wanted a magician just as much as the rest of the Labyrinth wanted a magician. But now was not his time to die.

Callum kicked forward, pouring all his energy into crawling toward shore.

Thankfully, it didn’t take long before his feet scratched against rough rocks. The water roared up again, making one last attempt to sweep him back to the boat, but he was finally close enough to make a last, gasping dash.

Thea followed, close behind, and Oliver came last, washing up on the pebbly beach with a lengthy line of curse words flowing from his tongue. “Never again,” he declared. “Never—”

“I told you it wouldn’t hurt the living,” Callum stammered, trying to force his own shivering gasps to calmness.

“Oh, like hell did you actually know that,” Oliver snarled.

“Breathe.”

“Don’t tell me to breathe,” Oliver snapped. “Only so many commands I can follow in a day. ‘Jump into the water, Oliver, swim, Oliver—’“

His rant devolved to mumbling and coughing as he hacked up a lungful of river water. Callum caught himself almost smiling at the familiarity of his angry dramatics. Then he turned to find Thea staring at him with one eyebrow quirked and he shut it down fast. “You okay?” he asked, forcing his mouth back to a neutral expression.

Her eyebrow only rose further. “You look constipated,” she commented blithely.

Somewhere behind her, Oliver barked a laugh.

Great. They were both conspiring against him.

He couldn’t wait to see how much they bonded when they came to the realization that he’d kissed them both. “I lost the bag,” Callum said, steering his brain back to their more immediate problems. “Sorry.”

Oliver looked up from where he’d been working the wet strings of the canvas sack tied around his waist. “That…bodes well,” he said.

Callum was grateful for the way he’d veered from whatever sharp comment had come into his head first.

Thea just shrugged. “Honestly, they’re probably useless at this point anyway. Wet blankets are heavy to carry and not likely to dry anytime soon. The food is probably mostly soggy. Do we at least have the water?”

Oliver finally managed to untangle the knot at his waist. He peered into the bag. “Yep,” he said. “Water. Wet blanket. And some very rehydrated jerky.”

“That’s what us Appalachian jerky connoisseurs like to call straight up beef,” Thea said.

She got another laugh out of Oliver at that one, and even Callum found himself smiling.

A cluster of large boulders sat back at the tree line. Callum made his way over and sat, yanking his combat boots off one by one and emptying them of water. Oliver came up beside him and did the same, pulling his wet socks off with a squelching sound as Callum took in their surroundings.

To their left, the beach extended toward the river, hooking around a long peninsula in the distance that he could barely make out. To their right was more river, licking up along the bank and swallowing the tree line. It smelled faintly of rot and vegetation, not unlike the backwoods behind the tiny cabin he’d lived in for six months. But here, vaporous smog curled at his feet, and an inky starless sky stretched above his head.

As he watched, the trees at the far bank seemed to stretch, branches reaching even higher, swelling even larger before his eyes.

Callum frowned, turning to Thea.

She stood, staring at the forest, pines seeming to warp and grow with every breath she took.

“It’s shifting,” he cautioned. “It’s responding to our thoughts. Providing things we want before it moves in for the kill.”

“I promise I didn’t want to be killed by an ancient Greek monster,” Thea grumbled.

“No.” He looked back at the trees again. A breeze blew through, carrying the faint scent of wildflowers and causing the trees to creak and groan. “But I think this forest is for you,” he said.

Thea looked down at her feet. As she stared, a small tendril of green poked through, twisting up toward the black sky. A leaf unfurled first, then a bud burgeoned from the top, bloating with growth until three perfect petals popped free. They were white along the edges, deep purple in the middle.

“Trillium,” she murmured.

“It’s pulling memories.” Callum smacked one of his boots against the rocks and frowned as a pebble tumbled out. “And trying to tempt you with something comforting. Something that you love.”

“He’s trying to tell you to stop thinking about the forest and the forest will stop thinking about you,” Oliver called after her.

Thea had stopped paying attention. Trillium was popping up everywhere around her, petals almost glowing in the fading light of the double moons. The trees had stopped stretching, and now seemed to be beckoning all three of them forward. Callum breathed in and could only smell the sharp scent of pine, resin, and rotting wood.

“Thea,” he called.

She was walking before he finished calling her name, stepping up to the nearest tree and pressing her hand against the rough bark.

Callum watched in horror as part of the trunk disintegrated under her palm, giving way to black sap. He jumped up, running toward her as she stumbled back.

Viscous liquid dripped down her palm like tar.

Callum swore and snatched her hand to his chest, rubbing his finger against her palm. Within seconds, the liquid had started to ooze together, collecting in the wrinkles and divots of her palm even as he pulled it away from her skin. Everywhere it touched him, an itching burn followed, burrowing deep. He didn’t know how Thea was still standing, let alone doing it quietly.

“Lavender!” Oliver was shouting. “We need lavender!”

Callum ignored him. He uttered the spell under his breath, still stroking fingers through the black. Eventually, it pooled underneath his touch, forming a small, sticky ball the size of a pea. Callum gingerly took it between his fingers, then flicked it off into the sand. “Are you alright?” he asked, turning back toward her and grabbing her hand again.

There was no sign that any damage had been done. No black residue, no burn wounds. Callum frowned, eyes flicking back up to Thea’s as he considered her. “How are you doing this?” he asked quietly.

Thea had no patience for it. “What the hell was that?” she demanded, face as white as a sheet as she yanked her hand back.

Callum let her go, eyes narrowing as he studied the forest behind them. “A sprite,” he said. “Maybe don’t touch the trees.”

Oliver had come up behind them both and was trying to get at Thea’s hand, but she kept dancing out of his reach. “I’m fine,” she insisted. “It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine!” Oliver burst out. “Those things can eat through flesh!”

Thea stared at her hand, twisting it palm up and flexing her fingers. “Well, it didn’t eat through mine.”

“They’re not too bad by themselves,” Callum said, turning back to them both.

Oliver snorted. “Yes, that’s why it was burning through your skin.”

“Mostly not too bad,” Callum amended.

“Mostly?” Thea asked.

Callum shrugged. “They eat energy. But it takes them a while to actually latch.”

Her nose wrinkled in disgust. “So it’s basically a magical tick.”

“Basically,” Callum said. He headed back down to the boulders and shoved his feet into his wet boots. “Let’s go.”

Oliver grabbed the remaining canvas sack and slid into his own shoes. Thea stripped off her wet flannel and tied it around her waist. “Into the trees?” she asked incredulously. “That are full of sprites? That we’re not allowed to touch?”

Callum shook out his hand, ignoring the still tingling pins and needles from the creature. “Yes,” he stated. Then he set off into the woods, trusting them to follow.
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CHAPTER 21

THEA

After the incident with the sprite, Thea stayed far away from the trees, centering herself on the path as much as possible, while Oliver trudged solemnly beside her and Callum continued to lead the way.

“You’re still…” Oliver said, adjusting the canvas sack in his arms. “You know.” He waved around his feet.

Thea looked down, watching as little bursts of purple and white sprouted from the dirt and bloomed and wilted and died, and sprouted again, and bloomed again, and wilted again—an impossible life cycle condensed to mere seconds.

“I don’t know how you want me to stop it,” she said. “I’m not trying to do anything.”

“You need to get out of your own head.”

She didn’t disagree. She’d been going around and around in her head, from her mother, to the fire, back to her mother, to magicians, a steady diet of impossible ratcheting up and up and up.

When she was six years old, Thea started having nightmares. They were not of anything tangible—no spiders or monsters under the bed. Instead, they were of darkness: a black so complete she could barely breathe. It always fell as a blanket over her body, wrapping her limbs tight enough that she could no longer move, smothering her eyes and mouth. It came on so suddenly she couldn’t even scream.

Her mother would wake her every time, climbing into bed next to her and curling her body around Thea’s, clutching her tight as she whispered stories in Thea’s ear. “Once upon a time, there was a princess,” she would hum, “and this princess had magic running in her blood. She did not know it, this princess. She did not know that she possessed the kind of magic that they wanted to use to burn down the world.”

Thea didn’t know who they were, only that if they were enemies of the magic princess then they were enemies of her, too.

Sometimes, the story would unwind like spun sugar, full of creatures that helped the princess: unicorns, and dryads, and selkies. Sometimes her mother would hold her so tight it hurt, and shadows would bloom around the edges of her words. “They hunted the princess,” her mother would say. “They captured her and kept her in the dark until she wanted nothing more than to obey.”

Thea didn’t like this part of the story. It felt too hopeless—like the blackness of her nightmare still clung to the edges of her consciousness, waiting to pounce.

“But the princess did not give up,” her mother would always continue. “The princess was beautiful, and smart, and so, so brave. And the queen loved her daughter too much to ever leave her for long.”

The queen would save the princess, the evil would be vanquished, and the unicorns and dryads and selkies would return. Thea would fall back to sleep, and the nightmares would disappear. Because the queen was just like her mother. She would never leave Thea to fight her battles alone.

“Thea.”

She blinked, refocusing on Oliver, who had somehow gotten ahead of her, and the staggering amount of purple and white blooms at his feet.

“Okay, distraction time,” he prodded. He considered for a second, then shot her a grin. “Gossip works. How’d you two meet?”

“Oliver,” Cal warned from up ahead.

Oliver just grinned harder. “Pros: gets you out of your head. Annoys Callum. Cons…” His nose crinkled in thought as he looked up at the sky. Then he shrugged, eyes sparkling. “Absolutely none.”

Thea was bored enough after hours of stumbling through an overgrown forest that with or without the magical brain flowers she was spawning, she was ready for conversation. “He was new in town,” she said, watching Cal’s back. “As far as I know, moved to Barren’s Peak about six months ago.”

“Six months and eight days,” Cal grunted.

Oliver stared at him. “A very important eight days,” he whispered to Thea.

She stifled a laugh. “We met at a party. He was—”

“Callum isn’t a partier.”

“Maybe not in your super-secret school for magic,” she shot back.

Oliver picked up a twig from the ground and threw it at the other boy’s back. It went far right, coming nowhere near hitting him. “Seriously? Parties?”

“What can I say,” Cal said drily. “The teens of Barren’s Peak know how to throw a good rager.”

“Rager?” Oliver sputtered. “You’re calling them ragers?”

“Anyway,” Thea cut in. “First time I met him was at Ember’s birthday. She was back from college for spring break so Max threw a birthday party at his barn—”

“Who’s Ember? Who’s Max?” Oliver asked cluelessly, as Cal finally swung around to look at her.

“I didn’t know it was a birthday,” he said, like it pained him. “I didn’t bring a gift.”

Thea almost laughed again at the adorable sad-puppy look on his face. “I promise she wouldn’t remember even if you had. She was blackout drunk that night. Not a great time.”

“Who are these people?” Oliver asked again.

“Ember’s my best friend,” Thea explained. “Blonde. Cute. Morally opposed to Beowulf. Never mind,” she added, when both boys looked like they were about to ask.

“Callum had friends?” Oliver started. “I’m sorry, Callum doesn’t just make friends.” He shook his head wildly when Cal tried to interject. “You don’t!”

“One would be hard pressed to in a cult,” Thea remarked offhandedly. “Anyway,” she continued, before he could argue that point, “by the time he showed up, most people were too trashed to function. I was pretty much the only person capable of holding a conversation at that point. After that?” She shrugged. “I didn’t see him again until the other night. Rumor mill claims he was living up Chandler Mountain in that cabin that’s been vacant for a decade….” She paused as Cal gave an affirmative nod. “So, I can imagine he was coming into town for groceries. But I never ran into him.”

“Interesting,” Oliver said slowly, sneaking a glance at Cal.

Coming into town for groceries…and going to the Farm Supply, Thea thought suddenly, remembering Ember’s comment. Bought out their entire stock of lavender plants. Thea frowned, turning that thought over in her mind. Cal had known. He’d known something was coming. He’d been so secretive—she knew that, everyone in town knew that. And Thea had still gone all in, ignoring his strangeness, because he was tall, dark, and handsome, because he was the first person to treat her decently in years. Because he was a good kisser.

Her face flushed at that memory, and she very purposely looked down at the dirt and not at Oliver. A good kisser with ties to an entire magical world, hanging out in her podunk town for no reason at all. And she was stupid enough to think that he was falling for her?

I don’t think he was there to watch the barrier, Oliver had said. I think he was there to watch you.

“What were you doing in Barren’s Peak?” she asked Cal.

He looked away from her.

“No, I think it’s your turn to give some answers. That’s how gossip works.” Thea pulled to a halt, arms crossed in front of her chest. “You show up in town, and six months later, Oliver appears, looking for a magician, totally certain he’s going to find one in middle-of-nowhere West Virginia. So what were you doing in Barren’s Peak?”

The hitch in Cal’s breath was so small she almost didn’t catch it. “There was evidence of supernatural activity,” he said, like it was a practiced, perfect answer. “I was stationed there to watch the barrier.”

“That’s funny,” Thea stated. “Because Oliver over here thinks you were stationed there to watch me.”

Cal’s eyes widened ever so slightly as they flicked to Oliver.

Oliver had turned to granite.

“Cal,” she demanded

Cal’s arms were tight at his sides. “I was stationed there to watch the barrier,” Cal repeated. “I don’t know why Oliver would say that.”

Oliver’s eyes finally met Cal’s. “I would say that because there’s no way the Council doesn’t know of her existence,” he said quietly. “The barrier was failing, sure. But you were there for her. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“You’re wrong,” Cal said.

But Thea was stuck on Oliver’s words, unable to make sense of them. “Back up,” she snapped. “Council, as in, all the big, bad magicians you’re afraid of?”

Oliver winced.

“What do you mean, they know about me? Why the hell would the Council care about me?”

The air stilled around them, time congealing into one frozen moment. Her heart was a stone in her chest, struggling to beat as heat rushed up the back of her neck. Both Cal and Oliver stood stiff as boards.

Oliver moved first, tapping at the chain around his neck and looking at her knowingly.

“Oh, come on,” Thea scoffed. “We’re back on the rings again?”

Cal shook his head. “All magicians have one. Allows us to easily identify one another. To know who is on our side.”

“That day we met, I assumed you were one of us,” Oliver said plainly. “And no matter what Callum claims…” His eyes flicked back to Cal. “I can’t believe for one second that he didn’t think the same.”

“But this isn’t even mine!” she stressed.

Oliver snuck a sideways glance at Cal, who was staring firmly at the dirt. “That might be true,” Oliver admitted. “Maybe your mom was the one with the magic . .

“Warded,” Cal mumbled, like he was working out his own, completely separate puzzle. “You must have been warded.”

“…and your mom ran when they found out where she was,” Oliver continued.

Hurt coursed through Thea’s bloodstream, angry tears glistened in her eyes. “My mother didn’t run,” she said furiously “She died.”

“And if you were warded against magic…” Cal blinked, eyes widening. “You could have been warded against magicians. That’s why we didn’t know about you. That’s why you stayed hidden for so long.”

“What are you talking about?” Thea shouted, turning on him.

Cal shook his head. “She thought she was protecting you. Keeping you out of Sanctuary’s grasp. Even though Sanctuary is where you would have learned to use your magic.”

Thea’s mouth closed abruptly. If she’d possessed an inch of real magic, she’d know. She’d have to know.

…and this princess had magic running in her blood…

“No, that’s…” Pathetic want slithered through her bloodstream and curled around her heart. Cal could fight monsters, and heal wounds, and walk through worlds; who wouldn’t want that? Who wouldn’t want a chance to taste magic?

“It is an honor to be a blood magician,” Cal stated. He was still looking at the ground, entire body sharp with tension. “She should not have hidden you. We are all that is left in this fight against evil, and we should bear that directive with honor—”

“Honor?” Oliver scoffed. “What they did to me was not honor—”

“You tried to run, Oliver!” Cal implored. “What were you expecting?”

“I don’t know, maybe some kindness in return for my years of servitude,” Oliver argued. “Instead of being stabbed and thrown out like garbage!”

Thea’s head snapped up. “Excuse me?” she asked.

“Oliver,” Cal started, but Oliver was already fisting a hand in his T-shirt, tugging it down and baring his shoulder for Thea to see.

A ropey slash of scar tissue covered the majority of the space beneath his collarbone and curved up toward his throat. It was healed—the wound was clearly old and the new skin was a shiny pink color—but she still smacked a hand over her mouth in horror.

“Yeah…” Oliver let go of the collar of his shirt, nudging his shoulder back into the sleeve. “I still remember the smell,” he said with a sickly grin. “Kind of like leather, but metallic. From all the blood, I imagine. I passed out somewhere between them actually pressing the weapon into me and them taking it away.”

Her stomach roiled with imagined pain. “Why?” she managed.

Oliver looked at his feet. “When I was sixteen, I planned my second escape,” he said. “I tried to get Callum to come with me. He said he would. But he didn’t. And they caught me, sentenced me to tribunal, and found me guilty of desertion. Punishment for that is a fast death, or sealing your access to magic and banishment. Given the fact that the entire reason I was trying to escape in the first place was to live, I chose the banishment option.”

Far above them, thunder rumbled. Thea looked up into the trees. Their spindly branches had grown even thicker, arching above their heads so close together that she could no longer see the sky.

“So, they sealed off my magic. And they kicked me out. No money, no identification. No family, no friends, no home.” He swallowed. “But at least I still give off ‘pretentious asshole’ to country girls, so that counts for something, right?”

Icy guilt washed over her as her own jealous words were thrown back in her face. “I didn’t know,” she said hurriedly. “You…I didn’t know all that, obviously—“

“Like I said,” Oliver cut her off. “If your mother didn’t tell you what you were, she had a very good reason. Magicians are dangerous. And most aren’t nearly as friendly as the two of us.”

Thea stared at him.

When she was sixteen, she was still sitting at a desk in high school, taking notes, trying to hold down two jobs.

When Oliver was sixteen, he was trying to escape the place that had caged him his whole life and never shown him an ounce of love.

When Cal was sixteen…

She turned to Cal, wishing with all her might that he could turn this all around. “You were okay with this?” she asked. “Even after what they did to Oliver, you stayed? You followed them?”

“We are duty bound to save the world,” Cal said. His voice was scratchy, monotone. “It is an honor.”

When Cal was sixteen, he was already lost.

Oliver’s face had gone red, and his lips were pressed to a thin, painful line. “Right,” he choked out. “That word again. Honor.”

The awful reality of what Oliver had alleged was washing over her, making it hard to breathe. “And you were watching me,” she said, not taking her eyes off of Cal. “You were spying on me? Reporting on me?”

“I was only…” Cal blinked. There was a faint tremor in his voice now. “I was only following orders.”

“But to what end?” Thea demanded. “What was the point? Were they going to kidnap me? Kill me?”

“It wouldn’t come to that,” Cal stated.

“And you know that, how?” Oliver pressed.

Anger finally flared in Cal’s eyes. “It would not come to that!”

Another rumble of thunder sounded, loud enough to shake the teeth in Thea’s head. She wanted to go back to Barren’s Peak. She wanted to see her dad, tell him she loved him even if his head was too much of a mess to understand. She wanted to see Ember, even just to listen to her complain about college classes Thea dreamed of attending. She wanted to unload jugs of milk from the truck to the fridge at the Home and Variety, she wanted to go back to the only place she’d ever known as home.

Trees were warping again, branches reaching out and weaving together. She blinked and a path unfurled at her feet. She blinked again and a familiar house sat at the end of it, soft sage paint, white shuttered windows, a rocking chair on the cement stoop.

Thea’s throat closed up as she took a step forward.

A burst of trillium bloomed at her feet, illuminating the path.

Somewhere, Cal and Oliver were still arguing, voices loud and angry, but Thea only had eyes for her past.

The form of a woman moved behind the first curtain, the shape of a song on her lips, in the air. It danced around Thea’s head, close enough for her to touch, far enough that she still couldn’t hear the tune. Amidst the smell of flowers crept a noxious twist of gasoline.

“Mom,” she breathed. She took another step, then another as the house warped. Cobwebs crept up the shingles, paint peeled and sloughed from the front door; the woman kept singing, but now she’d stilled, only a shadow behind the curtains.

And the flames began, licking higher, chewing the sage walls, devouring the rooftop. Thea’s heart burned in her chest as she watched her father’s dream collapse, a life painstakingly built from nothing but love, devoured in a matter of minutes.

Thea shuddered, eyes wet with unshed tears. The air stank of smoke. The trillium had all wilted and gone gray, stained with ash. “Stop,” she whispered.

The cobblestone path that the Labyrinth had so deftly woven in response to her anguish dissolved under her feet, leaving only the grassy forest floor. And Thea shoved every memory back down as deep as it could go, forcing away her anguish and her hope, her longing for her mother, her hatred for all that she’d lost.

She swallowed hard, trying to make the awful feeling at the back of her throat dissolve, desperate not to burst into tears. Then she turned, forcing her head up and chin forward. Oliver hadn’t moved, but he’d stopped yelling at Cal and was now watching her silently. His eyes were filled with hurt too—the same sort of betrayal she felt, reflected back at her.

“We can’t fight each other,” Oliver said. He tilted his head up, staring at the thick canopy with lost eyes. “There are three of us. It’s feeding from all of our minds. It takes dreams from one person, nightmares from another. The more we fight…” He shook his head and looked back at Cal, a world of unspoken words between them. “The more dangerous it is for us out here.”

Cal didn’t seem to have an answer for that, only a jerk of a nod.

They needed to get out of here.

She could save all the furious hurt toward Cal for later; right now they just needed to move beyond this stupid forest. She tried to center her entire being on the memory of her father, her tiny hand in his larger one, the smell of sun and flowers, the bright white of petals all around her. A moment later, the trillium began to bloom again, sprouting all around her feet, blooming into existence without any knowledge of the awful words they’d thrown at each other.

Thea wished she could claim the same. “Let’s keep moving,” she murmured.

The boys nodded in silent agreement.

They traveled for hours, trekking over pebbled streams, rotting log bridges, and steep trails that had even Cal huffing for breath. Thea made it a point to stay far behind Cal, and Oliver found a place in between them—a sort of peacemaker who kept Cal’s rabid honor system far enough away from Thea’s tangled hurt that no more arguments could spark. At some point, a hazy sun rose above their heads, but rather than providing warmth and light, it cast everything in strange shadows that danced at the corners of Thea’s eyes, making her feel somehow worse. By what she considered to be mid-afternoon, she was well and truly hungry, but she didn’t want to be the one to force them to stop, not now that they were finally making progress. Oliver seemed to be feeling much the same—his glasses kept sliding down his sweat-streaked nose, and every now and then his stomach let out an ominous rumble that he’d mumble an apology for. But he didn’t seem willing to interrupt the cautious peace they’d found themselves in.

In the end, it was Cal who decided they’d gone far enough. They’d found a cleared-out enclave of grass, grown over bumpy stones and rocks so that the entire section looked like it was a roiling ocean of grass. Cal sat down between two of these bumps and dug through the sack he carried for one of the remaining apples.

It turned out that the mossy grass was not covering stones.

It was covering human skulls.
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CHAPTER 22

CALLUM

Callum watched Thea from the corner of his eye. She’d frozen, one elbow a millimeter away from resting on the jagged lump of someone’s discarded jawbone. “Get up slowly,” he told her. “Move back to the trees.”

“Because nothing is going to kill us there,” Oliver said. His voice had ratcheted up half an octave, and he looked like he was about to be sick.

Callum didn’t answer him. Instead, he slowly looked from Thea to Oliver, and back again. Oliver was on one side of him. Thea was on the other. If something came barreling toward them, Callum was going to have to choose sides. If Thea was truly warded against magic, how long would it take before the wards started to fail? Was he willing to risk her life for Oliver’s?

That was assuming both of them even wanted his help at this point or that he had enough strength left for anything at all.

He pushed himself up to standing, panic fighting for dominance even as Callum tried his hardest to stay calm. He reached for his power, feeling it build within his chest. Normally a raging current, now it felt like he was trying to force an ocean through a straw. Squeezing his eyes closed, he tried to will it to life, to bully the magic forward.

He wobbled on his feet, a sudden wash of dizziness attacking his senses. Callum’s eyes flickered open again and he struggled to force down the growing anxiety. He wasn’t going to have enough.

They’d made it this far, but he wasn’t going to have enough strength to get them to the end.

Callum looked back to the jawbone again. Six teeth were still attached, molars and canines stained with dirt. “Just move toward the trees,” he said slowly. “Bonewights like to surround their prey. We have no chance in a place like this.”

“We’re probably already surrounded,” Oliver hissed.

“What the hell is a bonewight?” Thea interjected, her voice just as shrill as Oliver’s. She took a step closer to Callum.

Something moved through the trees to their right. Fear slicked down Callum’s back as his eyes flicked toward the tall trees. Oliver was right.

Oliver sidestepped closer too, putting all three back-to-back-to-back in the center of the glade, all watching the woods.

“That way?” Oliver asked, pointing in the direction he was facing.

A flash of ghostly gray appeared, twisting around one of the trees on Thea’s side. It moved too fast for Callum to properly see anything, but when it was gone, a single black handprint sparkled against the dark bark of the tree, black dripping from each finger.

Callum squinted, trying to see farther into the dark, but nothing else moved.

“Do we split up?” Thea whispered.

“And get picked off one by one?” Oliver shot her an incredulous look. “Hard pass.”

A lilting wail rose up around them. Every hair rose on Callum’s head. The call grew louder, now coming from Oliver’s side of the forest.

“So not that way either,” Oliver mumbled, color leaching from his face. He shifted between his feet, nervousness projecting from every sharp line of his body. “Callum?” he asked.

Relief washed over Callum at Oliver’s willingness to trust him, followed quickly by the nauseating certainty that it was entirely misplaced. “We stick together,” Callum confirmed, injecting every bit of confidence he could muster. “And we run as fast as we can.”

No one needed any more persuading than that. At Callum’s order, Thea burst forward, darting toward the trees as Oliver followed and Callum brought up the rear. Branches rose up, trying to trip them, but they leapt over every barrier, crashing through the underbrush with enough sound to call every monster in the Labyrinth down on them.

But it was nothing compared to the sound of the bonewights—a riotous yell had taken up behind the group, and the stomping, snuffling sound of large animals giving chase filled the forest. Callum caught glances of thick, furry hides running alongside him, gleaming tusks the length of his whole arm blinking between the trees. Swearing, he pressed the blade of his ring to the palm of his hand, slicing deep into the flesh and letting the blood pour.

“Andoorum, Perlum, Rishki,” he spoke. Surround, Protect, Destroy.

The shield ripped from his chest—invisible to everyone including him, but no less painful to create. Callum choked back a gasp at the tearing sensation, like skin splitting from muscle, like muscle splitting from bone. Sweat poured down his face, stinging his eyes so that he could barely see, but still he ran, keeping up with Oliver even as blood poured down his forearm and dripped to the forest floor. “Andoorum perlum rishki,” he kept chanting under his breath. “Andoorum per—“

The first wight slammed into the barrier, skin sizzling as an electric current ran through its body. Callum spat out a curse word in tandem, the recoil from the spell a quick jolt straight to his heart.

“What are you doing?” Oliver shouted.

Callum ignored him, going back to mumbling the makings of the spell as fresh blood still flowed from the open wound on his palm.

The creatures sang louder now, an awful, grating song full of frustration as they struggled to get to their prey.

Another wight tumbled toward them, face coming into view. Its ghastly gray skin seemed to drip from the skeleton of its face, bubbling up around holes that should have housed eyes, flattening sickeningly around a cavity that must have been its nose. It galloped forward on four legs, but there was something distinctly human about it—arms a bit too long, legs a bit too scrawny. It should have been bipedal, Callum realized. If it stood fully upright, it would be two feet taller than he was, but it would look more like a human than an animal.

A slit of a mouth opened, showing rows of yellow, pointed teeth as it howled, then charged for Oliver—

It smashed against the shield just like its predecessor, skin sloughing off as its body charred to a blackened husk.

The combination of the jolting pain he was absorbing and the smell of the cooking flesh was enough to turn Callum’s stomach. “Keep going,” he forced out, voice strained.

Another chorus of howls started up to their left, and Thea kept running, slashing a path through the trees for the boys to follow. Oliver was managing just fine, but Callum was lagging, heart hammering against his chest, lungs heaving and struggling for air. “Go,” he stressed, as Oliver turned to look back at him, concern evident in his eyes.

Another dozen beasts slammed against the barrier he’d erected. Callum groaned in pain, panting for air, but still managing to stumble forward. His ears were full of cotton, his vision was going spotty and black. Something grabbed his shoulder, and he whirled, tongue stumbling over another spell, but it was only Oliver. He threw his arm around Callum’s shoulders to guide him forward until Callum couldn’t tell if he was dying, only knew that he was running.




[image: ]






CHAPTER 23

OLIVER

Oliver hugged Callum tight to his body, practically dragging the other boy along as they continued to run. Every time a wight hit the barrier, Oliver found himself holding his breath, waiting for it to finally give out. Callum had finite resources to protect them with. The barrier wasn’t going to hold forever.

Thea took a sharp turn, jumping off the path entirely and leading them through the thick underbrush. It was another eternity of running, but finally the snuffling beasts began to fall back. Oliver’s arms were burning, muscles ready to give out completely by the time the beasts’ death song grew faint enough to disappear completely. Soon, the only sound was the desperate heaving of all three of them gasping for air.

“Stop,” Callum groaned, lucid enough to push feebly at Oliver’s grip.

“Oh, thank god,” Thea groaned, sinking to her knees right in front of Oliver.

Oliver barely managed to stumble around her before he ended up hunched over, trying to stay upright long enough to deposit Callum in the dirt. He didn’t manage. Both of them tumbled down—Callum sprawled out on his back, Oliver on his hands and knees. He spent the next few minutes gasping in precious oxygen, and the few after that blinking the last of the black spots out of his vision, before he finally had the wherewithal to look around.

They’d come to a halt in a small grove of trees, surrounded by behemoth trunks easily ten people wide. Thick curls of black bark were scattered on the ground, some longer than Oliver’s entire body. They covered the ground like burial shrouds.

Oliver swallowed uneasily. The beasts were no longer a threat, but he didn’t feel any safer.

The trees groaned around them, the tops of their branches swaying from a breeze. Down on the forest ground though, the air couldn’t reach them. Every lungful of air was stagnant, the oxygen stale like it had been years since anyone had dared to breathe here. The greenish sun had risen higher, now straight above them, but it gave off no heat. And the forest was desperately silent.

It was a dead space, and Oliver couldn’t help but stew on the fact that they didn’t belong.

“Where are we now?” Thea asked. She pulled her knees to her chest, hugging her arms around them.

Callum clawed his way to his feet and stared tiredly up at the patchwork of gray sky. “No idea.” He leaned against one of the trees, one hand scrabbling at the bark as he tried to stay upright.

“I was asking Oliver,” she said tiredly, keeping her eyes solidly on the ground.

Oliver sighed. The tenuous peace they’d achieved while running from a bunch of monsters trying to kill them was rapidly decaying, but Oliver was too tired for fighting. “He saved both of us,” he reminded her.

“I’ll be sure to thank him when we get out of this,” Thea said. “That is, if I have enough time before your Council decides to haul me off.”

Oliver expected another justification to roll off of Callum’s tongue, but nothing came.

Thea kept staring at him, waiting for an answer. “I don’t know where we are, either,” Oliver admitted.

“Okay, then what’s next? Do we need to retrace our steps back to the river?”

“And head straight back to the bonewight nest?” Oliver asked incredulously. “No. We continue on from here.”

“But if we don’t even know where here is—”

“There is no direction in the Labyrinth,” Oliver reminded her. “We’re not talking a simple north-south-east-west compass. There is only forward motion as it warps around us.”

“Great,” she mumbled. “More unknowns. My favorite.”

Oliver was halfway to agreeing with her when:

“…Oliver…?”

He and Thea turned to see Callum swaying dangerously on his feet. Surprisingly, Thea moved first, getting an arm around him before he toppled over. She’d barely gotten him to the ground before Oliver slid in on his knees, swearing under his breath. “Do we have food?” He pushed back the dark curls off of Cal’s forehead, pressing a hand to his sweaty skin.

Feverish heat radiated from his skin. Oliver swore again. “He’s too hot,” he said. “This is killing him, he’s never going to make it out of here at the rate we’re going—”

“What do you need me to do?” Thea asked.

Oliver looked up at her, eyes wide with worry. “Water,” he ordered.

She ran off, digging through their remaining bag while Oliver forced Callum’s head up.

“Here,” she said, throwing herself back over and handing Oliver the water bottle, barely a quarter of the tepid liquid remaining.

It was going to have to be enough. Oliver twisted the cap off the bottle and tried to hold it to Callum’s mouth, but Callum moaned and batted his arm away, almost causing the bottle to spill out of his hands.

“Low on water,” he said, sucking in air.

“We’ll be lower if you decide to spill it all instead of drinking it,” Oliver replied. “Trade me,” he ordered Thea.

Thea scooted in to take his place, tugging Callum’s arms up with a groan until his head lay against her chest. Callum screwed his mouth closed, turning away from the bottle in Oliver’s hand.

Color was returning to his cheeks. Clearly so was obstinacy.

“I’m fine,” he mumbled. “Just needed to sit a minute. Tired.”

The worst part about it was that for some inexplicable reason, he did sound better. Still, Oliver leaned forward, jamming the mouth of the bottle in between Callum’s teeth. Then he upended the entire thing, forcing Callum to either swallow or drown.

Still too weak to protest, Callum chose swallow. Oliver watched his throat bob violently, forced to suck down the last of their water. When the thing finally emptied, Oliver tossed it aside and pushed Callum into a more upright position, where he sputtered and gasped for breath while simultaneously swearing at Oliver.

“You needed it,” Oliver said primly.

“I was fine.”

“Yeah. So fine you about passed out. What exactly were we supposed to do if you cracked your head open on a stone? Wander around until the next monster took us out?”

“Nah,” Thea muttered. “At that point, I’d just give up. Take a nap. I feel like monsters or no monsters, a nap would be earned.”

Callum was once again trying to push himself up and stand. “We need to keep moving.”

“No,” Oliver said. He reached out and tapped Callum’s shoulders with two fingers. “You need to rest.”

“We all need to rest,” Thea corrected.

It really spoke to just how exhausted Callum was that he didn’t stage another protest. Instead, he collapsed back on his knees with a thump and didn’t try to move again.

Oliver grabbed for the bag and pawed through it until he came up with a soggy piece of jerky. He twisted two small pieces off for himself and Thea, then handed the larger one to Callum. “We need to eat and we need to drink. Not going to do us any good if someone passes out from dehydration.”

Or uses up all their magic. Which was extremely obvious and also severely unhelpful to point out, so Oliver chose to keep it to himself.

Callum did eventually take a slow bite, chewing like it pained him. Oliver wished he felt any sort of satisfaction from the win, but truth be told, Callum looked like he needed far more than water and a little food to perk himself up. His skin was waxy—the deep bronze of his natural color gone sallow and pale. His hair was matted with sweat. His hand was not only stained with dried blood that had crusted all down his forearm, but also fresh blood from the cut on his palm that hadn’t yet healed.

He looked on the verge of death, not dehydration.

Oliver shifted uneasily. There was always a finite amount to a magician’s capabilities, if that magician insisted on using only their own blood to draw power from. Oliver had no doubt Callum would last longer if he was willing to siphon the life force from some other creature.

Oliver knew he wouldn’t.

Unfortunately, that choice would likely be responsible for his own destruction.

“Callum’s right,” Oliver said, the words tasting poisonous. “We need to keep moving.”

Thea looked up at him in shock. “You can’t be serious.”

“There’s only one of us capable of fending off the Labyrinth. And only one of us capable of opening the door back home. I know you’re tired, but we have to get Callum to a Heart before he…”

It was clear that everyone knew exactly what he was thinking. Oliver looked down at his hands. Dirt was caked under his fingernails and smudged up his arms. Exhaustion was sending tremors through his entire body.

Thea didn’t look any better. She tilted her head up, letting the green sunlight wash over her face. It only served to cast larger shadows, making her eyes and cheekbones look hollowed and cavernous.

“We’re all tired,” Oliver said. “And I don’t know whose nightmares this place is going to pull from next, but nothing good is coming. It will keep throwing trials at us until we’re too drained to move, until we’re too spent to say no. And then it’s going to win.”

Her eyes dropped to her lap. “I get it,” she said wearily. “I just need five minutes, okay?”

Oliver wasn’t sure he’d be able to get up again if they stopped, but every bone in his body was also begging for any increment of rest.

“Five minutes,” Callum mumbled.

Thea’s eyes slipped closed almost immediately.

Oliver almost followed suit, but something caught in his line of vision, the smallest dribble of black dripping from the tree at Callum’s back.

He watched it grow larger, clump by clump, until a sticky mass the size of a tennis ball had formed. It dropped to the forest floor with a wet squelch.

All around them, the trees began to scream.
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CHAPTER 24

OLIVER

“Callum.” Oliver scrambled at the other boy, panic overtaking his senses. The entire forest seemed alive now, an awful screeching drone that crawled into his eyes, his nose, his ears, that sparked pain along every nerve.

He smacked his hands against his ears, trying to shut out the awful sensation, but it wouldn’t stop. “Callum!”

Groaning, Callum pushed himself up to sitting. His hands rose shakily, thumb rubbing against his ring.

Before he could release the latch, a ball of black ink detached from the nearest tree and fell to the ground, crawling with spidery legs toward Callum’s feet.

Yelping, Oliver jerked forward and grabbed Callum’s arms, yanking him back from the tree. The sprite froze, then melted back into the ground like it had never existed at all.

Callum blinked at Oliver, eyes dishwater gray and cloudy with fatigue.

“We already did sprites,” Thea was saying, fingers tangling in her braids as she watched the perimeter of the forest with wide eyes. “We did it, we got rid of them, why are there more—“

“Because we’re in the bountiful land of plenty, didn’t you know?” Oliver stooped down to gather their bag.

Sprites were nasty little things on their own. If they latched for long enough, they’d burn through flesh, muscle, and bone. All they knew was devouring. And they were always hungry.

Lavender would dissolve them easily, but they had no lavender.

Magic would ward them, but Oliver really didn’t want to test how far Callum could go before he was a burned-out husk. And Oliver was even worse than useless, full of power that couldn’t go anywhere—

The hissing was only growing louder, a terrible buzzing in his ears that made him want to scream. Callum shook his head, eyes narrowing in pain as it finally registered to him as well. “Sprites,” he groaned. He stood up on shaky, colt-like legs.

Oliver could see the moment it happened. The exhaustion in his eyes, the quiver of his shoulders, how it all fell away as he straightened and forced all of the pain down and became a magician of Sanctuary.

“Oliver, take Thea and start walking,” Callum ordered.

“We have had this argument before, we aren’t leaving you—” Oliver started.

“I can ward myself. I’m not sure I can ward both of you. Not again.”

“Callum—”

“Start moving before more show up. Now.”

The air around them grew staticky with electricity as the smell of sulfur rose up around them.

A single leaf tore free from the branch above Oliver’s head and fluttered to the ground, brushing the tip of his nose as it drifted aimlessly to the ground. Oliver watched the stem hit the dirt, watched the dirt slowly rise up around it, burying first the tiny stem, then the outward edges of red, then finally swallowing the entire thing whole. “They’re already here,” Oliver murmured, stepping backward. His shoe sank into the path like it was sand, and he stumbled free again. “They’re in the ground.”

As if in response, a rumble moved through the forest floor, sending tremors through Oliver’s feet. The ground rolled underneath them, forest floor quaking as dirt shifted and fell, revealing only blackness: the tar of thousands of hungry sprites congealed together.

Oliver jerked back, but the sprites surged forward, sticking to the bottoms of his shoes.

“Get off!” Thea was yelling, smacking away more of the sticky creatures from her legs. “Get off of me!”

One crawled around her wrist, dragging her hand down until Thea was forced to hunch over. It yanked her down, and Thea fell, knees squelching in the swarming black.

She was screaming now, pulling backward, but there were too many of them, piling on her back, looping around her neck. Oliver tried to reach for her, but the sprites globbed around his tennis shoes, crawling up far enough to smear along the skin of his ankles. Immediately, his flesh burned, bright welts rising to the surface, and Oliver bit back a shriek of pain as he scraped them free with his other foot.

Callum moved in, jumping into the inky mass without a second thought. At first, he seemed to cut through the mess like water, but soon the smell of toxic, burning flesh saturated the air.

“Don’t!” Oliver yelled after him.

Callum shook his head hard, murmuring underneath his breath. Blood ran down his wrist from where he’d ripped open the jagged wound again. It dripped from his palm, sputtering as it hit the muck with a bitter hiss.

The sprites latched on to him, sucking at the power contained within his skin, eating into his flesh, seeking marrow. His warding spell was already failing, and now he was left trying to piece his skin back together even as the sprites dissolved it from his body. Oliver watched in horror.

Callum reached Thea before the sprites could bury her arms, and he managed to wrap a hand around her bicep and tug her up. More sprites piled on, trying to suck her back into the ground.

Her skin wasn’t burning. Wasn’t melting from her bones.

The same as with the fairies, when she didn’t have a scratch on her; the same as with the minotaur, when she’d managed to take down a creature that had been guarding that hall for as long as the magicians had been documenting the lay of the underground land.

And none of that mattered right now, because Thea might be fine, but Callum and Oliver were very much not. “Callum, get out of there,” Oliver yelled, trying to pick his way around the dirt that was rapidly dissolving underneath his feet.

“We are not just going to abandon her!” Callum shouted back. He swore, then began repeating his spell again, louder this time. Faster. As bad as he’d looked in the clearing just minutes ago, he looked infinitely worse now as he tried to free Thea from the sprite swamp. Raw patches of skin covered his arms and neck—places his magic had healed him quicker than the sprites were able to eat through his flesh. He had a line down his cheek that wasn’t so lucky—a clump of black stuck there that only came off when Callum ripped it free, leaving a long, bloody wound.

Oliver’s stomach turned over. Callum wasn’t going to last long.

“Callum, you have to leave her,” he tried to call, forcing his way back to the pair even as the ground bucked and bubbled up around him. Oliver grabbed for the branches above his head, trying to pull himself up high enough that he could spare most of his weight from the frothing dirt. He concentrated on moving forward, step by step, not letting his feet touch the roiling ground for longer than a second. Most of the sprites were on the ground, but some still leached from the trees, twitching and scrambling toward him. One hit his wrist, then another his elbow, then they were all over him too, attaching like burrs. Oliver thrashed, scraping his arms and legs against the bark of the tree as he slowly moved forward, rubbing most of them off before they could latch too deeply. Still, every one that touched him left painful itching. He swore, letting out a string of expletives as he swung even closer. The entire ground shuddered beneath him, devouring roots and consuming trees. Branches creaked and snapped as they were pulled into the earth, the whole forest giving a ghostly moan of pain.

Thea was yelling at Callum now, pushing him away even as she stumbled and fell once more. This time, the swamp swallowed one of her hands entirely, leaving her pinned on the ground with one arm frantically batting Callum away. “Go!” she yelled. “I’m okay, they’re not hurting me!”

Relief threatened to swallow Oliver whole. She recognized it too, realized that the sprites were only sucking her down, not chewing through her skin. She could get free on her own. She had to get free on her own. They couldn’t depend on Callum sacrificing himself to save them.

Still, Callum kept clawing his way forward, fresh blood from dozens of wounds dripping from his arms.

“Callum, stop,” Oliver cried out.

The tangled magic in Oliver’s chest pushed against his ribs, fighting to be free. He wanted to give in so badly, to close his eyes and let it rip through him even if it destroyed him from the inside out. It might be enough to save Callum. To get him and Thea out of the swamp, to let them live to find a Heart and free themselves from the nightmare that Oliver had unleashed around them all. As if in response, the power writhed to life, shoots blooming and forcing through his rib cage, the flavor of magic coloring every breath—

“Oliver!”

Oliver blinked as Thea screamed his name again. Power pulsed inside his chest, in time with the frenzied beating of his heart. Right there. Ready to take. Ready to try.

Instead Oliver shook his head, forcing the poisonous desire back down. His eyes felt sticky with blood, but he wiped and there was no red, only tears.

Callum had stopped moving. Hundreds of sprites clung to him, his jacket, his jeans, his bare arms. He was still breathing, panting around the words that he was forcing from his lips, but the spell wasn’t working.

He didn’t have anything left.

Oliver recognized it like he recognized the sound of his own heart. Callum knew that he didn’t have anything else left to give, that bleeding for her meant dooming them all.

Oliver swung himself forward, launching at Callum and smacking into his side. Callum gave a shout as the breath was knocked from his chest, but Oliver wrapped himself around the other boy and rolled as hard as he could, hitting solid land with a crunch before splitting apart. For a brief moment, they were still, their gasping breaths loud enough that Oliver couldn’t hear Thea yelling any longer.

Then Callum moved, jumping to his feet, pressing his ringed hand to his heart, and whispering under his breath.

His ring began to glow.

It wasn’t a spell Oliver had ever learned—he’d been kicked out before being taught. That didn’t mean he failed to recognize the purpose: Callum was calling the Council.

There was no way it would actually work. If it had been a legitimate option, Callum would have tried the moment they woke up down here. Unless another magician was walking the Labyrinth at this exact moment, they couldn’t possibly hear him between the worlds. But that didn’t matter. Panic kicked to life in Oliver’s chest, and his lungs collapsed, air suddenly impossible to reach. If the Council came, they’d kill him for his audacity to be anywhere near magic. They’d kill Thea for existing, only after siphoning every bit of power she possessed for themselves. And they’d probably kill Callum for not turning both of them over the first second he could.

Oliver flew toward him, tackling him back to the ground. They splayed in a pile of limbs as all the breath whooshed from Callum’s chest, interrupting the spell before it could take hold. Callum’s boot caught Oliver in the middle of his torso, punching the air out of him, but not forcing him off. Oliver sprawled over Callum, kneeing him in the groin hard enough for Callum to curl in pain. Oliver winced in sympathy, but it knocked Callum still long enough that Oliver could grab for his hand.

Thea was still screaming somewhere behind them, and the dirt underneath Callum’s body was churning, a sign that the sprites were coming their way. Callum tried to buck him off, but Oliver gritted his teeth and smacked his free hand away, fingers clenching tightly around the hand with the ring.

“Just let me try,” Callum pleaded. “We’ll die without them!”

Oliver ignored him, smashed his hand down, and pulled at the ring.

It twisted off in his grasp surprisingly easily even as Callum jerked underneath him hard enough to finally send Oliver sprawling.

“Stop!“ he yelled, but Oliver was already backpedaling away, moving out of reach.

The ring meant nothing. The ring was a symbol, a mark of the magicians. Callum was perfectly capable of casting spells without it; any kind of blood would allow for a conduit from his internal magic to the external world.

But calling the Council was special. Calling the magicians required a link to Sanctuary. Losing his ring would take the option away from him completely.

Callum was screaming at him, but Oliver ignored him, turning his attention back to Thea. She was waist-deep now, whipping around and trying to find something to grab to keep from sinking any further. Her eyes were panicked, and every breath she took was a sharp gasp as she struggled for air. “Stop moving,” Oliver shouted.

She only squirmed harder. “Thea, stop!” Oliver yelled.

Callum launched himself back to Thea, landing inches away from the swarming sprites. “My ring!” he shouted at Oliver, raw panic overtaking the anger. “Give it back, we need to save her! Oliver, we need her!”

Oliver swallowed hard and shook his head. “You’ll die,” he said calmly, even though his own terror was starting to clamber against his head and fight for a voice. “We need to stay calm—”

Sprites closed over Thea’s mouth and her screams cut out entirely.

“Lean your head back, Thea,” Oliver called, turning his attention back to her. “Like you’re floating, just lean back—”

She kept thrashing, and the sprites clung to her nose, closing around her air passages. Callum was still trying to crawl out to her, but the sprites kept gumming onto him. Every thrashing attempt he made to strip them away was depleting the last of his energy, until he was barely able to move.

Thea realized it. Oliver saw the horror and fear in her eyes when she realized that Callum and Oliver had no way to reach her.

No way to save her.

“Oliver, please,” Callum begged.

“I’m sorry,” Oliver choked out. “I’m so sorry.”

The swarm of black crawled over the top of Thea’s head. Then the entire bottom of the world dropped out, sprites and Thea disappearing in one huge mass beneath the forest floor.

Oliver’s stomach plunged, and ice ran through his veins as he stared at the place she’d just been. The small swatch of earth glistened like mud, no sign of the sprites that had been there an instant before. The smell of sulfur still permeated the air, but even that was fading fast, leaving Oliver gasping deep breaths of pine and amber sap.

Callum was throwing himself forward and plunging his hands into the muck. “She’s here somewhere, find her hands, she has to be here—”

The ground was graying out before their eyes, muddy brown going to ash.

“She has to be here!” Callum shook his head even as more of the nothingness began to creep in around them. The trees faded first, leaves and branches and bark dissolving to ashy nothingness.

“Stop,” Oliver pleaded. “We have to go. The Labyrinth, it’s fading—”

Oliver watched with horror as the black of Callum’s pants started to fade, as the nothingness crept up his legs, leaching color from his skin.

“Callum,” Oliver warned, but Callum still didn’t move, only pounded at the ground harder. “BACK UP!”

The order flowed from Oliver’s breath like second nature—loud, and full of contempt. It was the way that Sanctuary spoke to its soldiers, with the sharpness of a military-esque faction of magicians who followed a code so old, so archaic, that to consider disobeying was to consider being banished from the fold.

And it worked.

Callum looked at him, eyes filled with so much pain and sadness it hurt Oliver’s heart. But he stumbled backward, away from the place that Thea had disappeared.

His jeans were splotchy and gray, and the fingers on one of his hands had followed suit, looking more corpse-like than human. His leather jacket had been eaten through by sprites, the worn, soft black burned like it had been dipped in acid. Parts of his shirt looked the same, revealing patches of skin that were shiny pink with scar tissue.

By some miracle, both boots remained on his feet, though parts of those had also been burned away, revealing the thick silvery steel at the toes. Sweat rolled down his temples, and his curls stuck to his forehead. The back of his neck was caked with mud that was hardening to clay.

Oliver leaned against the base of the tree, pulling his knees to his chest. His shoes were also caked with dirt, his own khakis stained with mud but unspoiled from sprite burn marks. His T-shirt was singed in a couple of places by the collar, eaten through in one patch by the hem, but otherwise only wet. Despite the number of sprites that had attached to him, somehow the only burn he had was a spot on his ankle, from the very beginning of the attack.

It felt like the ultimate betrayal to be this free of injury. Proof that he hadn’t tried as hard as Callum. Proof that he was selfish, just like Callum thought, just like Oliver had always known.

Oliver wanted to tuck his head in his arms and sob. Instead, he forced himself to breathe and scan the forest. “We need to get out of here,” he said. “Before the whole forest disappears. There will be a door, right?”

Callum nodded. His spine was straight, arms clasped behind his back like he was standing at attention, but his eyes were glassy and wet.

The door ended up being easy enough to find—a crackling line of fire that shot up and down one of the trees before burning out completely and leaving an ashy black outline. Thankfully, when Oliver approached, it cracked open, revealing the pale light beyond. It wouldn’t require any more blood from a magician who couldn’t afford to give it.

Callum hobbled forward and pushed his way through.

Oliver looked down at his dirt-splattered shoes, swallowing around the lump in his throat. “I was trying to save her too,” he said lowly, knowing that it didn’t matter anymore.

He didn’t try hard enough.

Oliver tucked a hand into his pants pocket, feeling the cold circle of Callum’s ring pressing against the pads of his fingers. He tilted his head back, looking up through thick foliage at the greenish sun. Color was draining from that too, bits of scenery floating away like snow.

Dropping the ring back in his pocket, Oliver stepped through the tree, following Callum, always following Callum.
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CHAPTER 25

THEA

A girl sits on a mountain.

She is surrounded by flowers, whites and purples and pinks and yellows, and the summer wind blows.

Her mother sings.

This song smells sweet like the flowers do. Like dreams and promises.

It is in a language she does not recognize, and yet it feels familiar.

And the girl presses her hand against the beat of her chest; she is real. This is real.

The song stops.

The flowers fade away.

There was something like mucus on her wrists, thick and hot. She tried to open her eyes, but they were gummed shut—

The house grows up around her, a kitchen with blue curtains, buttery yellow wallpaper, laughter and cinnamon in the air.

Her mother is here too, every part of their home touched by her brightness. Outside the rain fills the river full to bursting, ready to swallow the park by the elementary school like it always threatens, but here in this kitchen, it is warm like sunshine on her skin.

Thea fought to take a breath, but her mouth tasted of bitter earth. Something wriggled down her throat. She gagged, trying to spit it out, but it stuck in her throat. Memories like maggots clung to her tongue—

At night the girl’s parents argue. She has never heard her mother sound so full of fire.

The girl creeps down the stairs, and in the shadow of the banister, she disappears. The girl can only catch snippets of what her mother says: “They found us…. They can’t take her…. I would rather die.” But her father says, “It was only a nightmare.”

The girl does not think this is a nightmare. Her nightmares are full of darkness, but her mother is only light.

The girl closes her eyes.

It is night again, her mother tells her stories of princesses and magic, she holds her tight.

“Stop!” The shout ripped from her throat, and Thea followed it into consciousness. She was lying on something soft, body cushioned but aching. She swallowed, wincing at the dry-as-dust taste in her throat.

Thea rolled over to her side with a groan. The softness was nothing more than a blanket of bright moss, peppered with tiny purple and white flowers no larger than her pinky nail. She looked up, wincing as she tried to scan the horizon. In the distance, the color began to fade to gray, leaving her with a strange, aching sensation behind her eyes, like if she just could focus a little more, something might come into view.

“Cal?” she whispered. “Oliver?”

A breeze brushed against her cheeks, bringing with it the smell of flowers. Above her, purple clouds roiled like waves, rocking the sky until nausea forced her to look away. There was no sign of the forest. No sign of the trees, or the path, or the sprites.

Thea pulled her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them tightly. “Mom?” she whispered.

No one answered.
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CHAPTER 26

OLIVER

They’d stepped through the tree into another forest, this one full of dead trees. The sallow sun hung low in the sky, but never sank further. The two moons of the Labyrinth hung near it, one brighter than the sun, the other only a dim fragment of light.

There were no leaves. Nothing green. And over the course of the last few hours of walking, the branches had grown thicker, gnarled fingers thrusting into muddy sky. Every step they took crunched over fallen branches and dry twigs.

The last canvas bag had gone down with the sprites. Without it, there was no reason to stop for food, or for water, no matter how thirsty they got. And without Thea…

Oliver swallowed hard, remembering the last of her screams before she disappeared.

He had to believe she was still alive somewhere in this place. The sprites hadn’t hurt her. Nothing in this place had hurt her.

Healer.

The word rose unbidden to the back of his mind, clinging there with barbed claws. Callum thought she was only warded by her mother, but if she really was something more? The Council wasn’t going to kill her. No, they were going to do much, much worse. Anxiety curdled thick in his gut while the hours crawled by in festering silence, until he had no choice but to turn his mind to other, more pressing problems.

Callum.

Despite the toll the sprites had taken on his magic and his flesh, the other boy had remained morbidly taciturn and never once slowed. It wasn’t just the furious betrayal of waking up in the Labyrinth and grappling with what Oliver had done to him. Now, there was a simmering resignation—the acknowledgment that once again, Oliver had stolen his choice.

Callum’s ring still sat heavy in Oliver’s pocket. Every so often he tucked his hand inside, letting his fingers twist around the cool steel. It was exactly the same as his own, so his fingers found the tiny, invisible latch on the side easily. For a long while he worked the blade in and out as they walked, memories battering at him with every step.

Full magicians, one of the younger women had intoned, as the Council stepped forward with both rings.

Oliver’s mouth fixed into a frown as he remembered her name.

Adaa. No last name because magicians were not granted last names. Oliver could not tell how young or old she was. He only knew that she was the youngest member of the Council in decades, and had braved the Labyrinth more times than any other. Her quarters were full of the evidence: Unlike on Earth, the Labyrinth had staying power inside the walls of Sanctuary. Death weevils lined her shelves, each captured and pinned straight through to wooden boards where they writhed for hours after death. There were mandibles from mammoth centipedes. Jars full of fangs, molars, and canine teeth ripped from the mouths of changelings. She had a collection of desiccated hearts—foul-smelling things that made the entire hall she resided in smell like death.

She’d shown Oliver them once—pulled him in after an achingly boring lecture on blood isotopes and opened the chest near her bed where they were each stored. Muscles of creatures Oliver couldn’t even begin to imagine. He didn’t want to be there, but he stayed because she smiled at him.

Once, she’d pulled one of the hearts apart like jerky, offered him a thumb-sized portion, placed her piece on the tip of her tongue with relish.

He’d never forget the way her eyes fluttered closed as she chewed the thick sliver of muscle. Or, in the moment she’d realized he was staring and not eating, the flare of anger as she’d tucked his own portion back away, untouched.

There were no more smiles after that, or invitations to her quarters.

He wondered if Adaa was still alive, or if something in the Labyrinth had finally taken its revenge.

He wondered if Thea would have liked her—another young woman who was strong and powerful.

He wondered what Adaa would do to a healer, were she ever given the chance.

Ahead of him, Callum pulled to a sudden stop and pressed a hand against his head. “Here,” he said, voice trembling with exhaustion.

Oliver swallowed down his bleak thoughts and shuffled up beside him, peering through the thick blanket of branches.

There, fifty yards in the distance, was the ghostly shape of a structure.

“We sleep here,” Callum supplied, stumbling forward again.

Oliver had no choice but to follow, despite his sinking nervousness as he remembered Callum’s own words to Thea, when they first reached the forest. The Labyrinth will try to tempt you with something comforting.

The cabin, if it could even be called such, sat in the middle of an open clearing. The wood was rotting straight through and carried the faint stench of mildew and mold. The entire structure leaned to the right, looking moments away from collapsing. But a stream trickled along the back side of the building, flowing under an enormous waterwheel, still and unmoving. No birds trilled in the dead trees.

It felt ominous and menacing, out of a fairy tale.

The kind of tale magicians grew up on in Sanctuary.

Oliver’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the woods, waiting for something to slither out from between the trees.

Callum had no such nerves. He stumbled toward the stream, collapsed on his knees at the muddy bank, and scooped up handfuls of clear water, slurping straight from the palms of his hands.

Just watching him made the desert of Oliver’s mouth ache. Still, he stayed put, not running for the water. “This feels wrong,” he stated, keeping one eye on the door to the cabin, and the other on the tree line. The black forest stayed still. Tension wound a coil around Oliver’s spine, tugging painfully at every breath.

When nothing materialized and Callum continued to drink without collapsing face-first into the stream, Oliver cautiously headed for the waterwheel. The stone foundation of the cabin was coated in thick, slimy algae, the kind that Oliver associated with the New England countryside where he’d spent a summer tracking strange purple toadstools that ended up being nothing but strange purple toadstools.

A sliver of red caught his eye.

Oliver crouched on his haunches and reached for the water, pulling a single red Bicycle playing card from between two spokes of the waterwheel.

A joker. Dark curls brushed his temples. A golden crown of thorns clung to his brow. Spatters of blood dripped down his face. Callum’s gray eyes stared up at him, lifeless on the shiny cardstock.

Oliver dropped it like it burned.

The card slipped gracefully underneath the water and vanished from sight.

A slight breeze stirred up around them, sending a spray of golden red leaves across the path. Oliver frowned at this too, staring up at the trees around them. Gone was the hollow clacking of deadened branches. Now he was staring into a forest full of greens and golds and reds and oranges. Maples, oaks, sumac. Giant leaves the size of his hands fluttered down all around him, smelling of fall.

Another flash of color caught his eye and he whirled, catching the next card out of thin air between pointer finger and thumb. This one: green, a King, Thea’s face painted in perfect brushstrokes, a constellation of magician stars on her cheeks. Oliver brought the card closer to his face.

Thea frowned at him, one tiny hand wrapped around something at her hip. A dagger. One blood-red ruby set in the hilt.

Oliver stared at it, reaching one finger out and touching the swirling black of the blade.

Blood immediately bloomed on his fingertip as the needle-sharp poke of the dagger pricked his finger.

Oliver cursed, dropping the card again. This one vanished into a pile of leaves at his feet as he stuck his finger in his mouth.

“I really don’t think we should stay here,” he said, backing away uneasily and turning back to Callum.

There was no answer, only a quiet groan from Callum as his eyes rolled back in his head and he fainted, tumbling toward the ground.

Oliver was running before his body even hit the dirt, grabbing for Callum’s hands. “Hey,” he called, pulling at limp arms.

Callum’s eyes were rolled back in his head, and his skin was a sallow gray. The cuts on his hand and forearm were still sluggishly bleeding. Oliver scanned the clearing, looking for signs of a threat, but there was nothing at all. This wasn’t an attack. This was pure exhaustion, finally coming to collect.

Oliver nudged Callum’s cheeks, turning his head from side to side. “Come on, wake up.”

The other magician gave a weak groan, and the waves of Oliver’s panic receded enough for him to at least suck in a shallow breath. “Wake up,” he said, laying Callum’s arm gently on the ground and shuffling closer to his head. He brushed the damp curls from Callum’s face and stared down, eyes moving up to the sharp line of Callum’s jaw.

Down like this, he still looked like he was fifteen. Eager to please everyone around him, desperate to carve out a future for himself.

The sharp worry lines in his forehead had smoothed; the angry glare of stone-gray eyes was hidden by closed eyelids. His mouth had fallen open ever so slightly, and suddenly Oliver couldn’t take his eyes away, couldn’t think of anything but the feeling of Callum’s lips on his, a night ago, a lifetime ago.

All he’d ever wanted was to fall into Callum’s arms. For Callum to look at Oliver the way Oliver looked at Callum. And he had. For one moment on the ship, he’d kissed Oliver, and the heat between them had been enough to burn, and Oliver had wanted more, he’d always wanted more.

But he’d pulled away, because it wasn’t real. Callum craved an Oliver that didn’t exist, one who listened to orders and saved the world. Oliver longed for a Callum who would leave it all behind.

How painful it was to want something he could never have.

Oliver tore his eyes away from Callum’s mouth, frustration eating at the fraying threads of his composure. His fingers found the curve of Callum’s neck, pressing in hard enough to feel his pulse.

Callum’s eyes fluttered open, and the spell shattered. He jerked away with a curse and swung an arm up, nailing Oliver in the face with a tightly curled fist.

Yelping, Oliver tumbled back, pressing fingers to his nose. They came away bloody. “I was just trying to make sure you were alive,” he sputtered.

“Sorry.” Callum blinked heavily, refusing to look at him. “But you know better than to wake me up that way,” he muttered. He pushed himself up slowly, levering his weight up by his forearms, but stopping halfway and leaning against the tree for balance.

Oliver pinched the bridge of his nose with two fingers and tilted his head back. “I didn’t think you were sleeping. I thought you were dead.” He grimaced at the taste of blood sliding down his throat. “Besides, I’d like to think you’d have gotten better at dealing with the nightmares. Not worse.”

Callum glared, deep lines etched into his face. “How could I, without my knight in shining armor to save me from them all?”

The words hit Oliver in the chest, an angry echo of the same ones Oliver had thrown at Callum back on the ship when Callum had tried to save him. Frustration reared up first, followed by a desperate sadness, nostalgia for a past that was long gone, that had maybe never existed at all.

Callum’s eyes dropped to the ground. “I need to rest,” he stated plainly.

Oliver let go of his nose. It was hot to the touch, but had already stopped bleeding. If he was lucky, it wouldn’t even bruise. “Yeah, you do,” he mumbled. He motioned toward the cabin. “I’ll be honest, this place really gives me the creeps. Think you can keep going until we make it out of the trees?”

“No.”

Oliver clenched his teeth. Callum’s eyes had slid closed again, brow furrowed in pain. He held his left arm gingerly against his side, hiding the jagged wound on his palm from Oliver’s view.

Access to blood magic is finite. Those words were driven into their heads. Unlimited power cannot exist within the limits of the body. Draw on it too much, blood vessels burst, muscles atrophy, organs rupture.

They were lovely lessons, full of fun little hands-on projects. A barn mouse, perched in a box on the table, head cradled by the fingertips of their professor as he filled it with magic.

Skin had split along the mouse’s hide, scraggy lines of blood and muscle exposed as the pressure grew. It lasted only ten seconds before exploding.

Oliver and Callum had been in charge of cleaning the blood from the table.

Oliver chewed his lower lip. The sun that had stayed exactly on the horizon for hours was slipping beneath the tree line now He didn’t want to wait until morning to start moving again. He didn’t think they could wait until morning, not if they wanted any hope of getting free again.

But Callum had sunk back down to the base of the tree again and was starting to shiver.

Oliver wasn’t capable of carrying him out of here. Which left him no other choice.

He looked over his shoulder warily at the cabin that was almost glowing in the fading sunlight. “Okay,” he said, squashing the anxiety thrumming through his body at the thought of spending a single minute more in this spot. “We rest here.”

Callum cracked one eye open, watching him suspiciously.

“Can you walk? Because I don’t think I can carry you.”

Callum almost made a decent go of looking like he was half alive, pushing himself up to standing.

Until he took one step forward and stumbled again.

“Okay, okay, wait,” Oliver muttered, levering himself underneath Callum to support his weight. Together they hobbled toward the front of the cabin, up the sloped and mismatched dirt steps, and to the warped door. Oliver tried the metal handle, expecting the thing to be locked out of spite, but the latch released easily and the door swung open with a creak.

“I’m not feeling any better about this,” he said.

Callum didn’t have an answer for that, so Oliver forced himself forward, over the threshold and into the house.
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CHAPTER 27

OLIVER

The fading light from the windows revealed a solid dining table in the middle of the room. Four wooden chairs were tucked into each side, each boasting a plump red cushion tied to the spokes of the backs with perfect bows. The cherrywood table looked freshly polished. An ancient-looking hearth took up the left side of the house, similar to the one in the first banquet hall they’d entered when fleeing the minotaur. It was surrounded by stacks of cut wood and a bag of what looked like sawdust. A single keychain hung on the lintel—a fire starter—perfectly staged for anyone who might pop by and know how to use a fire starter.

That anyone was not Oliver. Recognizing the thing was as far as he got.

There was nothing else in the entire cabin.

“I just want it on record,” Oliver grunted, levering Callum off his shoulder and onto one of the suspiciously clean chairs, “that I think sleeping here is a terrible idea. Understand? File that away: Oliver White thinks staying in creepy old cabin supplied by creepy old Labyrinth is a very bad choice. Got it?”

“White.”

Oliver frowned, looking at Callum as he slumped over the table. He tucked his head into the palm of one hand, elbow perched on the table’s edge. His left hand was splayed out, the unhealed slash mark in plain sight. Bloody streaks crawled down his arm to the crook of his elbow.

“There are no surnames in Sanctuary,” Callum said, like Oliver wasn’t intimately aware of that fact. His words slurred slightly with what Oliver could only assume was pain.

Sighing, Oliver stalked around the table and toward the hearth, staring daggers at the flint. Although it was warm inside the cabin, a fire would help stave off the ever-present damp and light up the room. If he had his phone, he could look up how to use the flint in a matter of seconds. Nothing riled a bunch of Reddit monster hunters up like the chance to mansplain a basic survival question.

“It’s kind of hard to get a license without a full name,” Oliver remarked. “Or credit cards. Or like, proof of residency, or, I don’t know, anything.” He snatched the tiny thing off of the hook and held it up to the fading light.

“But White? Could you pick a more generic, stupid-sounding name?”

“Glad you’re still feeling up to more disparaging banter,” Oliver muttered. “Generic, stupid-sounding names don’t get you held up in customs as you wander around the world looking for a door back home. Besides, I’m not the only one with a name change. Cal.”

Callum’s entire face grew tight. “I needed to stay under the radar.”

“In your black leather jacket, on your motorcycle. Yes, I saw the Ducati when I pulled up to the party. Don’t even bother trying to deny it.”

“It was easier to assume a different identity,” Callum said stubbornly.

Oliver gaped at him. “Cal was never a different identity. Cal was what I called you when we were kids. Until they took that from you, too. Demanded that you grow up. So, you told me to stop using it. And I did, Callum.”

Callum swallowed thickly.

“But you gave it to Thea.”

“Is that what this is?” Callum scoffed. “Jealousy? A little late for that, don’t you think?”

Oliver’s cheeks flushed an angry red. Because yes. It was a little late for that. It was years late for that. It was a wound that should have healed years ago, yet he was still sitting here worrying at the poorly formed scab, surprised when it started to bleed.

He shut his mouth and forced his attention back to the problem of light and warmth. Oliver turned the keychain with the fire starter in his hands. There was one piece that looked like a long key, and another that looked like a rectangular block. He gathered they were supposed to be struck together. That would make a spark. The spark would catch the wood. The wood would start a fire.

Easy peasy.

He knelt by the hearth, snatching a handful of sawdust shavings from the bag and stacking them into a tiny pile in the hearth. He attempted to “strike” the rectangle and key against each other.

Nothing happened.

Oliver gritted his teeth and scooched closer on his knees, smashing the two pieces of metal together harder and harder, faster and faster. A single spark flew up.

It sizzled out before ever landing anywhere near his pile of sawdust.

But hey.

Progress.

The shadows grew long between them as the last of the sun disappeared behind the trees, and soon Oliver was working in pitch-black darkness, the chiming of the flint against the striking rod growing frantic.

“Calm down,” Callum mumbled.

Oliver jerked forward, almost dropping the damn flint at his feet. “Don’t do that!”

“Do what.”

“Surprise me like that.”

“I’ve been sitting behind you for the last thirty minutes, it’s hardly a surprise.”

“You’ve been sitting behind me in silence for thirty minutes.”

“So you forgot about me.”

Oliver gritted his teeth, not looking over his shoulder. “I didn’t forget.” What he did do was consider the fact that maybe Callum had passed out. Maybe he’d stopped breathing entirely. Maybe he’d died and Oliver was completely and totally alone in a land of monsters, unable to even light a fire to keep himself warm, and if he looked back and that was true, if he turned around and Callum was gone, lifeless, cold, then he’d…he’d just…

Oliver gripped the pieces of the fire starter in two fists and struck them together again, chest heaving with the dregs of panic swirling underneath his skin. Whether it was his anxiety his frustration, or just the fact that he’d tried two hundred times and two hundred and one was the lucky try, he didn’t know, only that a spark finally landed on the tufts of sawdust, then another spark, and soon he had a little fire, sputtering and eating up the scraps almost faster than he could throw more on. “Thank god,” he muttered, grabbing for a couple of small twigs and letting them light. He reached for a larger log, and within minutes, the fire was roaring, casting the entire cabin in warmth and golden light. He turned, finding Callum still sitting at the table, but now slumped all the way over, head in his hands, sweat glistening on his brow, eyes pinched with pain.

“You need water,” Oliver said, carefully hanging the flint back on the lintel and standing. He brushed his hands against his pants, doing hardly anything to dispel the healthy layer of dirt on his skin.

“I’m fine,” Callum said, turning his head slightly. One eye peeked lazily up at Oliver.

“You’re not. I’ll be back.” Before Callum could argue, Oliver was out the door, too fast to watch the shadows peel themselves off from the back wall.

Converge into the shape of a woman.

Slowly, steadily, reach agile fingers toward Callum’s head.




[image: ]






CHAPTER 28

CALLUM

A finger pressed gently against the back of his neck.

Every muscle locked, and Callum’s entire body went rigid as he fell against the table, narrowly avoiding smashing his nose into the wood.

Static filled his ears, the rushing blood in his veins carrying nothing but the sound of his racing heartbeat for a terrifying moment. He tried to stand, but nothing in his body would obey him. The attempt only served to set his muscles burning with furious heat.

“Hrrrmmmmph.” Callum tried to speak, but he couldn’t part his lips.

The woman clucked from behind him, her finger still pressed to the crook of his neck.

At least Oliver had gotten away. Escaped. Unless there was someone else waiting outside—

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, relax,” she said sweetly. “By all means. Speak.”

Like a vise had been loosened, he was suddenly able to open his mouth, move his tongue.

Every other muscle of his body stayed locked, pressed uncomfortably against the table.

“Speak,” she ordered.

“Don’t hurt him,” Callum gasped out.

There was silence behind him, then the woman finally moved from his back, dropping her hand from his neck and stepping into his view. She was smaller than he expected, with long blonde hair pulled taut to the top of her skull, smooth ponytail coating her neck and slipping down her left collarbone. Her skin was pale ivory, carved from stone and brought to life. Her long fingernails were painted black, almost wet-looking in the light of the flames. She wore a gauzy black fabric that draped around her body like cobwebs but was held in place by leather straps.

And her eyes glowed a startling, vivid green.

“Please,” Callum whispered. “Just let him go.”

Her smile stretched like taffy. “Awfully sweet of you to be so self-sacrificing, my little monster. Turning over a new leaf?”

She moved out of his line of vision again, and Callum tried to track her, but his eyes were permanently fixed on the fire.

“I’m speaking to you,” she prodded.

Saliva pooled in his mouth, throat unable to swallow. “What are you?” he managed.

He could hear the smile vanish in her answer. “I’m the one asking questions.”

There was the barest hint of air displacement by his ear, then her nails were pressed into his skin again, this time directly above his carotid artery.

“I don’t know what you want to know,” Callum said quietly.

“What were you planning on doing with the girl?”

Confusion washed over his senses. Thea? She had to be talking about Thea, but he wasn’t doing anything with her, she was…she was gone now…she was probably dead because of him—

A prick of pain, before Callum felt the hot slide of blood dripping down his neck. “I’m sorry,” he stuttered. “I don’t understand.”

“You were watching her. What was the plan? Were they coming for her?”

“I—”

“Your Council,” she stressed, bending down until her lips brushed the shell of Callum’s ear. “What were they going to do with the girl?”

His thoughts were racing, fear and panic and confusion all converging into something he couldn’t make sense of. He didn’t understand what a creature of the Labyrinth could possibly want with Thea. The Labyrinth was sentient. That didn’t mean it was intelligent. It spawned monsters and worlds and was endlessly hungry for human flesh. It did not care about a singular person. It did not care about the affairs of humans or magicians.

“I promise you, we can make this more difficult.”

“I don’t know,” Callum stammered. “I…they think she is one of us. A magician. And magicians must be trained in Sanctuary, so—”

“Magicians must be trained in Sanctuary from birth,” the woman corrected.

Breathing hurt. “But they didn’t know about her,” he wheezed. “She didn’t surface until now, so maybe they wanted to bring her in late—”

“You want difficult, then,” she interrupted. “Fine. Let’s see what’s inside that head of yours.” Faster than he could spit out another word, the nails released from his throat, then—

“We do it tonight,” Oliver says, fingers gripping Callum’s hands tight. He’s not looking him in the eyes, too busy scanning the dark hallway behind them both. “They’ve called another mass. It’s our best chance.”

And Callum is terrified. The fear sits thick in his chest as he sees the hope in Oliver’s eyes. “Okay,” he agrees, because he has to agree, this is what’s best, this is the only way to help Oliver and he will do anything to help Oliver—

It is dark in the corridors; not a single torch is lit. The beating heart of Sanctuary lies in the main hall, where the Council is meditating. It’s too similar, Callum knows. Like last time, when Oliver tried to run on his own. He doesn’t understand how this doesn’t occur to Oliver, that this could be a trap. But Oliver trusts him. “I love you,” he whispers, fingers brushing against Callum’s, and Callum is always too scared to say it back, but Oliver understands, Oliver always understands, and tonight Callum opens his mouth, and wets his lips, and he tries, “I love you—”

The world crashed down around him, the heat from the fire, the pinch of the creature’s fingernails, his own heaving, gasping breaths. He didn’t know what was happening, didn’t know how she could be inside his head that way, slicing through his mind with a scalpel and flaying memories free.

Memories he desperately didn’t want to relive.

“Interesting,” the woman murmured, fingers threatening to tighten again.

“Stop it,” Callum gasped.

“You don’t want to go back to that night? He runs, correct? And you don’t follow, you—”

“Stop.” Callum’s eyes burned into the wood of the table as he drew in a shaky breath. “I don’t know anything else about Thea,” he promised. “I was just supposed to watch her.”

“No. You were supposed to report on her. Until they came to collect, at which point, they were going to kill her.”

Callum struggled to move his head, but it was still horribly frozen against the table. They wouldn’t do that to Thea. Not once he explained everything, how she’d killed the minotaur, how the sprites didn’t hurt her…the Council would want her fighting for their side. They would need her. “They wouldn’t do that,” he pleaded.

“Look at you,” she cooed. “Poor, innocent little monster.” Then her fingers brushed against his throat again, and he was gone.

It’s midnight and there is not a sound outside Callum’s room, and he knows that it’s not time yet, that they were supposed to wait ten minutes after everyone went to Mass and it has only been eight minutes after everyone went to Mass, and he can’t do this—

“I can’t,” he begged, flinching awake at the table again.

Her fingers finally left his throat, and she circled the table again, looking down at him with barely concealed scorn. “Oh, they raised you so well,” she said gleefully. “So honorable. So loyal. Should I tell him? Or should you?”

“Don’t,” Callum whispered.

“Maybe both of us should,” she demurred. “Let’s wait, then, shall we?”

Callum swore at her, straining with all his might, but he couldn’t move an inch. “We’ll kill you,” he swore. “We’ll kill you like we’ve killed every other monster the Labyrinth has thrown our way—”

“Sweetheart, you’re no better than me,” she whispered in his ear. “We’re all monsters here.”
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CHAPTER 29

OLIVER

Outside, the sky was blanketed with chartreuse stars. It was otherworldly, and wrong, and despite the hazy light they provided, Oliver couldn’t help wishing that they didn’t exist at all. He kept his eyes on the ground, refusing to look up and experience the disorienting nausea that came from looking at something so similar to Earth and yet so rancidly different. He was at the stream before he realized that he had no container to put water in—no bottles or canteens like what they’d been carrying in their packs.

Grimacing, he rubbed at his arms, shivers prickling down them despite the warmth of the evening. This place was nothing like the boat, where the cold sank into his bones and curled in his chest, crystallizing every breath. Here, the air was hot and humid, a heat that reminded him uncomfortably of the month he’d spent in Louisiana, tracking down blood magicians like if he just wanted it badly enough, one would deign to appear. As if carried in by that singular thought, on his next breath Oliver swore he smelled New Orleans. He closed his eyes, breathing in the fishy scent of the Mississippi River and the crispy bacon he’d eaten for breakfast every morning of his weeklong stay in the French Quarter. He’d only been a month out of Sanctuary. He still didn’t have a car. Still didn’t have a license or identification. It was a sweltering summer, and Oliver had walked three hundred miles over the course of a couple of weeks before finding himself on Bourbon Street, poking in every black magic and voodoo shop he could find. New Orleans was full of witches, as he’d come to find out. None of them knew anything about blood magicians. None of them had ever heard of the Labyrinth. Most of them had chased him straight out of their shops.

And now, in the middle of the otherworldly woods, Oliver could smell Louisiana as clear as those awful days. Oliver shook his head as though he could dispel his memories so easily.

They didn’t leave.

No, this was the Labyrinth calling to him. Changing for him.

He turned from the stream, walking the perimeter of the house and trying to locate anything that might serve as a container. A glimpse of purple drew him toward the waterwheel, but it was only another playing card, another Thea, this one buried half in the earth and revealing only one side of her face.

Oliver knelt, clawing at the dirt with his fingers until the card was free. Most of it was stained black from being buried, but unlike the last card, the part of her face that was visible was smiling.

Shuddering, Oliver let the card fall to the ground. “I need water,” he said, finally relenting and tilting his head back to the uncanny sky. He closed his eyes and fixed an image of the water bottle Thea had been carrying in his mind. If the damn Labyrinth was pulling on every one of his memories, the least it could do was provide him with something useful in the process.

A whisper of wind rustled the tree branches, and for a second, Oliver swore he could hear laughter. He whirled around, half expecting to find someone sitting there watching him, but there was nothing there. “I hate this place so much,” he muttered to himself, trudging back to the stream.

A large jug sat there now—cracked clay with tiny inked figures circling the base. It was not at all like the bottle Oliver had tried to visualize, and yet still, obviously, it had been created there for the singular purpose of fulfilling his vision. He frowned, reaching for the thing. The clay was hard and rough under his fingers, but the design was soft with gloss. A dozen figures all held hands around the circumference of the pot. Above their heads danced the mark of the magicians, seven pinprick stars.

One single figure did not clasp the hands of the others. There were no stars above his head.

Oliver’s fingers clenched around the handle of the jug. It wasn’t Oliver. It was a random stick figure carved into a pot that the Labyrinth had created from the threads of his own thoughts. And even though everything in his brain was shrieking for him to throw the jug as far as he could, he needed it for water.

So he took a deep breath in and let it out slowly.

Then he knelt by the stream and let the cold liquid slosh over the lip of the jug, until it was filled to the brim.

The back of his neck prickled.

Oliver whirled again, searching the tree line. The firelight flickered through the windows of the cabin.

Still nothing there.

“I don’t like this,” he mumbled, backing away from the stream with the jug held close to his chest. “I really don’t like this.” He repeated the phrase over and over as he walked quickly back to the front door, careful not to let the water spill, but also hurrying as much as possible. It had only been minutes, but out in the dark by himself, nightmarish thoughts were already spiraling through his brain. Another minotaur, stalking through the trees. Giant spiders with spinning webs, waiting to roll him up. Dire wolves three times his size, surrounding him on all sides.

He really didn’t need to stick around to wait for the Labyrinth to create one of them.

Throwing open the door, Oliver stumbled inside with a breath of relief. The four walls around them didn’t feel safe—but they certainly felt safer than whatever was waiting for them outside. Callum was still slumped over the table, but Oliver could see the rise and fall of his chest, steady enough to imply that he was already asleep. The heat from the fire had spread, causing the entire room to feel sluggish and tired. Oliver needed sleep too. They could catch a few hours here, then get moving again once there was something akin to daylight. Maybe the sprites and the minotaur and the bonewights were enough trials to get them to the center. Maybe—

“He would like some of that water,” drawled a honeyed voice. “He’s really not looking well.”
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CHAPTER 30

OLIVER

Heart in his throat, Oliver jerked backward, almost dropping the pitcher to the floor.

“Careful,” the woman said. “You worked hard for that. Even had to beg the Labyrinth. Would be a pity if its favor went to waste.”

“You’re another trial, I take it?” he asked, trying to keep his voice from shaking.

One eyebrow quirked, a gesture so familiar to him and yet so foreign as she looked at him with wry amusement.

“Callum,” Oliver said carefully, eyes sliding to the other boy. “Callum, wake up.”

“Oh, he’s awake,” she said easily.

Even before the comment was made, Oliver knew she was right, and he hated himself for not realizing it before. The steady inhalations Callum was making weren’t restful or relaxed. They were too steady. Too rigid.

He was counting, the same way Oliver counted his way through a panic attack. He was trying to stay calm.

But he hadn’t turned to look at Oliver. He hadn’t made a single sound.

Oliver set the pitcher down on the table and forced his voice to stay steady as he asked, “What did you do to him?”

“Oh, hardly anything that he didn’t already do to himself.” She slid closer, almost gliding along the floor. Floating fabric trailed behind her like curls of smoke. Her smile widened, revealing bright white teeth. And even though he stood taller than her, her presence commanded the room. “His mind is twisted up in all sorts of fun ways. It’s very easy to encourage paralysis of a sort. He’s frozen by his own fear. Any decent magician could snap himself out of it if he really wanted to.”

Callum’s steady breath stuttered for a moment, but otherwise he remained rooted to the table.

“Leave him alone,” Oliver demanded.

“Or what?”

He had no answer for that, and she knew it. Cold sweat beaded at his hairline. Oliver swept a shaky hand across his forehead and licked his lips. He had no way to threaten her, only Callum’s ring and the swirling sickness of his own magic, buried deep inside.

“You magicians always reek of Sanctuary,” she commented, swishing forward another step. “You come here, and you do nothing but destroy as though you are better than every other creature.” She paused, her smile creeping upward. “As though you aren’t made of the same stuff.”

Something painful caught in Oliver’s chest, snagging in his lungs. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

She just smiled knowingly and stepped forward, setting a hand down on top of Callum’s outstretched arm. “I have a task for you,” she said. One nail caught in Callum’s skin. Bright red blood beaded along the cut.

“I’ll…pass…” Callum forced out.

His voice was rough like sandpaper and breathy. Oliver wished he had the power to save them both.

Instead, he was useless once again.

“Not you,” she said with a little laugh. “A task for Oliver.”

A chill went down his spine at the sound of his name on her lips. “How do you know my name?” Oliver asked.

She quirked her head, eyes flicking up to his face once more. That green…there was something horribly familiar about it, just like there was something familiar in her expression.

Oliver swallowed back nausea as he placed it.

She looked like Thea.

The fire gave a heavy crack as one of the logs broke apart. Oliver’s eyes landed back on the clay pitcher, sitting steady at the edge of the table. He didn’t have a weapon. He didn’t have magic. He did have a heavy, blunt object that would probably do considerable damage to her head if he timed it perfectly right. “What task?” he asked, trying to keep her attention on the conversation rather than his movements.

She stared pointedly at the pitcher. “You think to strike me with that?” she asked.

Oliver froze, fingers twitching at his sides.

“Amateur,” she remarked. “Two blood magicians, and yet you are both completely helpless. Is this what the order has become?”

“I’m not a magician anymore,” Oliver ground out.

“Nonsense. It’s in your blood, boy.” She pulled away from Callum, stepping toward Oliver.

Oliver had a single second of relief that she’d taken her hands off Callum’s wrist, before she reached for him.

He had one chance. Oliver lunged for the pitcher, fingers brushing against the lip of the cool clay.

The woman got to him first. A cold sensation washed over his head as her hand pressed against his arm, something slimy seeping through his skull, then—

He is eight again, curled up underneath his cot in the sleeping quarters of Sanctuary, because the lights in the hall have gone out, and he hates the dark.

It’s oily blackness at the corners of his vision, it’s the heavy weight of claustrophobia because he can’t even see his fingers in front of his face, it’s the knowledge that this might not be real, that maybe he’s dead, that maybe he’s buried alive in a coffin underneath the dirt and no one is coming for him, He—

Oliver fell forward as the sensation ripped away, gasping as he fell hard against the table. “What just happened,” he heaved, twisting to find the woman staring at him, her lips pressed together in thought.

“We can do better than that,” she said, reaching for him again.

He is fourteen and Cal is staring at him, face severe despite the bright daylight around them. There’s a park, in Sanctuary, called Topside. An earned space, with trees, and gardens, and a sky that stretches on above them, and a sun.

It’s a false sun.

Oliver knows this; everyone knows this. Sanctuary sits beneath the earth, and so the sun is wrought with blood magic, the same as the grass, as the fruiting bushes to the east, and the slow river to the west. Magicians do not leave Sanctuary until they are either trained and posted for battle, or they are banished for breaking the rules, and no one wants to be banished.

It is less warm than Earth’s sun. Less bright. Oliver will not know this for two more years, but for right now, this sun is everything. Sitting beneath its rays, he swears he can feel his soul start to lift, shedding the stifling weight of darkness however briefly. They’ve earned a day in Topside by acing two sets of exams.

In the memory, Oliver is exactly where he is supposed to be and Cal is smiling. They sprawl next to each other underneath the shade of a massive tree—a redwood, Cal tells him—and it’s not until years later that Oliver sees real redwoods and understands that this faint smell of rot, the hint of sulfur that clings to their nostrils, is not natural to trees.

But right now, they lie, and Oliver reaches with nervous fingers, gently crossing the space between them. Cal’s hand twitches when he finds it, and there’s a moment of sheer terror when Oliver thinks he’s misread the situation, that he’s about to lose his only friend, but then Cal lets out a heavy breath and his fingers twine within Oliver’s, the heat of their palms pressing against each other.

Oliver doesn’t need any more than this.

“Sweet,” the woman said wryly, as the memory came to a close. Oliver hunched over panting on the ground. He swore his skull was starting to crumble. The warmth of the memory was overrun by the wrongness in his brain as the creature rifled through his memories like the pages of a diary.

“What are you?” he managed.

She blinked down at him haughtily, waiting for recognition that never came. “Oh, I know you’re smarter than that,” she said. She let go of Oliver’s wrist. A pearl of blood stained her nail.

“Nothing?” she asked, sounding almost surprised.

“Magician.”

Callum’s voice was nothing but gravelly pain. Oliver flinched, but the creature in front of him only smiled. “Smart monster,” she purred.

Oliver flinched. “Who are you?” he stammered.

She sniffed. “Only one of the finest magicians to come out of Sanctuary in centuries. You can call me Aeloria.”

“Aeloria,” Oliver murmured, struggling to sort through his thoughts and find the name recognizable. It wasn’t. He’d never heard anyone at Sanctuary speak the name. “Why?”

One eyebrow raised. “You’ll have to be more specific. Why have you never heard of me? Why am I here? Why have I captured your boyfriend?”

“He’s not…” Oliver snapped his mouth shut, heat rising up the back of his neck and ears. “Let us go,” he said, forcing his voice steady. “If we’re on the same side, why are you doing this?”

He knew he didn’t imagine the tightening of her eyes, or the sudden, short flare of her nostrils. But she smiled right after, all saccharine sweet. “You were discarded, my dear. Thrown out. They don’t want anything to do with you. They’d kill you the moment they laid eyes on you just to have another botched and worthless magician out of their way. Don’t speak to me of sides, darling. You know they aren’t on yours.”

“Don’t call me that,” Oliver glowered.

“Darling? Or worthless?” She reached out again, and Oliver had just enough time to feel the bitter heat flush his cheeks before more memories rushed to the surface.

He’s standing outside a bus terminal, and the woman at the window watches him sadly, because it costs $32.67 for a ticket to Chicago, and he only has $22, and he hurriedly says that whatever else they have is fine, he’ll take any ticket anywhere, and she looks at him and asks him where his parents are, and Oliver tells her never mind then goes to the bathroom and starts to sob—

Worthless.

“Your eyes are really gray,” Thea says to Callum, and Callum’s cheeks redden, his mouth quirks into the shadow of a smile, and Oliver feels the ache in his chest rip further—

Worthless.

Callum is kissing him and Oliver is shoving him away because he can’t, he can’t do this right now, he can’t do this ever again—

“Stop it,” Oliver stammered, pressing his hands to his ears in a panic. He squeezed his eyes closed, desperate to stop her from shuffling through spaces he’d closed off forever.

“Oh, darling,” she clucked. “They aren’t my memories. This is all you.”

Oliver shook his head hard, squeezing his hands to his head even tighter, as though he could possibly hold it all in, all the while knowing she was right. She wasn’t touching him any longer. She wasn’t doing anything at all.

He forced himself to breathe the way Callum was breathing. In for a count. Out for another. His eyes slipped back to the cabin floor. The hem of his T-shirt was stretched out and muddy. Even in the flickering flames, his hands looked pale. He couldn’t imagine his face looked any better, not now.

“What do you want?” he asked miserably.

“I told you,” she chided. “A task.”

“He needs to rest first,” Oliver said, nodding toward Callum. “He can’t go anywhere like this.”

“He doesn’t have to. I told you this, also. A task for you.”

“I can’t possibly imagine what task you have that I could accomplish better on my own.”

Aeloria clucked, stepping around the edge of the table and pulling out one of the chairs, offering it to him. Oliver didn’t want to, but he still picked himself up off the floor and stumbled toward her, sinking into the chair. Callum was staring at him, eyes wide with terror. He gave a small jerk, an almost imagined shake of his head, like he was fighting with every ounce of energy he possessed to get free of Aeloria’s spell.

Oliver wondered if she’d been in Callum’s head too. Sifting through his memories like fine sand, catching on all the tiny, jagged fragments and bringing them to the forefront of his mind. “What task?” Oliver asked, tearing his eyes away from Callum’s face.

Aeloria smiled, all fangs. “There is an item I require. A simple retrieval on your part.”

Oliver scoffed. “You’re clearly a far more accomplished magician than I am. Get it yourself.”

Her nose twitched, like she smelled something putrid. “The sword has been warded,” she said, each word a staccato beat, full of aggravation.

“Sword?”

She didn’t answer.

“A sword warded against the finest magician of Sanctuary, that you want me to get.” He knew he shouldn’t push her. If she was even half the finest magician to come out of Sanctuary in centuries, then she was more than capable of smashing him under her boot like a bug. And yet, he couldn’t help himself when he stated, “And here I thought I was worthless.”

Her already dark irises gave a single pulse, then burst, the vessels of her eyes swelling black. “You are expendable,” she said. “I am not.” One nail flashed up to the crook of Cal’s throat, hovering there as a promise. “Bring it back, and I’ll let him go free.”

“And what about me?”

Her smile soured. “I’ll let you both go free.”

“You’ll let us both go free, where?”

She was clearly willing to make a bargain. He needed to use that. He needed her to up the ante.

Eyes narrowing, Aeloria’s nails tapped at Callum’s jugular. “Where would you prefer?”

“A Heart,” Oliver said. “No more trials. No more monsters. Put us near a Heart.”

“You think you can escape the Labyrinth so easily?”

“I think that it won’t matter to you anymore, because you’ll already have gotten what you want. That’s my deal. If you don’t want to play, then go bother someone else.”

She regarded him for a long moment. “I could kill you here.”

“And lose whatever item you’re too valuable to go seeking on your own.”

Her smile slipped completely.

Despite the heat of the room, cold sweat beaded on his brow. Oliver fought to keep his body still.

Aeloria’s mouth pressed to a bony line. “Deal,” she finally said. “You will find the sword in the center of the lake. Bring it back to me and you both go free.”

A drop of sweat trickled down the back of his neck, and his heart stuttered in his chest for a beat. More memories threatened to burst free: portals, and oceans, and mimics.

“What else?” he asked desperately. “Where is it? It’s a weapon, how am I supposed to touch it? Why do you—”

“Just get the sword,” Aeloria spat.

Anxiety beat a frantic rhythm against the inner walls of his chest. Another dozen questions warred for answers in his head, but he was too afraid to ask them.

“And leave the rings.”

Oliver froze. “What?”

Her head quirked, the placid green of her eyes regarding him with hunger. “In your pocket, and around your neck.”

Oliver fought to keep his hands still at his sides. “If this thing is protected by blood magic, I think I’ll probably be needing them,” he tried.

“Are you planning on calling down the Council to help?” Aeloria tutted.

Oliver gritted his teeth, but didn’t reply.

“I thought not.” Her eyes narrowed. “Give them to me.”

Oliver swallowed hard. He first pulled Callum’s ring from his pocket, staring at it in the palm of his hand. He didn’t want to let it go, didn’t want to put it anywhere near Callum to be used the moment he was able.

He equally didn’t want to hand it over to Aeloria. He had no idea what she’d do with the things, but he could only imagine it wouldn’t be great. His hands went to the chain he’d worn for two years, ever since the moment he woke up outside Sanctuary, hating the band around his finger, knowing it was the only connection he had left to the only home he’d ever known.

He slipped it from around his neck. His ring dangled from the end, suddenly so much heavier than it had ever seemed before.

Oliver looked down at Callum, who was watching him with eyes wide with betrayal. “I’m sorry,” he said simply. Then, with no choice, Oliver dropped both rings in the palm of her hand.

Aeloria held the two bands up, studying them in the flickering light. Her thumb rubbed against the clasp of Oliver’s releasing the tiny dagger.

“An upgrade,” she remarked blithely. “How nice of them.” Her fingers closed around the rings and her smile grew as she reached to a hidden pocket within the shimmering folds of her shadow dress.

She pulled out a chain, not unlike the one he wore around his own neck. On it were half a dozen other silver rings. None seemed to have the same mechanism to release a hidden blade that Oliver and Callum’s rings possessed, but that didn’t stop him from recognizing what they were.

“How many magicians have you killed?” he asked, voice hollow.

Aeloria didn’t answer, just threaded Callum’s ring onto Oliver’s chain, then looped it over her neck, smiling as her own collection of rings tinkled in response. “Appreciate it,” she purred. She stepped up behind Callum, clenching shiny black fingernails around the back of his neck. Oliver barely bit back a shout, but she didn’t draw blood this time, only leaned over his back, ducking her head. The long fall of her blonde ponytail obscured her face entirely, but Oliver could still hear her whisper something.

Somehow, Callum grew even tenser, the line of his spine so stark it looked painful.

“No?” she asked him. “Nothing else you want to admit?” Her eyes flicked up, looking straight at Oliver.

“Oliver,” Callum finally forced out. “Don’t do this. You’ll…you’ll die.”

“Interesting choice of last words,” Aeloria said, still staring at Oliver.

Oliver thrust himself up from the chair. “Don’t hurt him,” he snarled.

“He only dies if you fail,” she said, with placid serenity. “Good luck. You will need it.”

“Oliver.”

Oliver’s eyes slid to Callum, whose cheek lay on the wood table. Tension filled his jaw, the lines of his neck drawn tight like a bowstring as he tried to lift his head and failed. His eyes still glittered with anger.

“Stay alive while I’m gone,” Oliver murmured. His fingers tightened to fists at his sides, then he turned away from the table, forcing his legs to carry him back outside before he could change his mind.
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CHAPTER 31

THEA

She sat frozen for hours, barely breathing as she watched the sky turn from muddy purple to hazy pink. Both moons sank down below the horizon, and a hazy sun rose to take their place.

Thea stared down at her jeans. They were stained with mud—everything about her was stained with mud. She picked clumps of it from her fingers and rubbed it from her face as she considered the facts. She’d been pulled underneath the ground. Thea knew that much for sure. She could still remember Cal’s voice shouting her name, the taste of ink in her mouth and nose, thick like cement as the sprites poured down her throat while she tried to scream, the burning as they attached themselves to her….

Then waking up, here. Whole. Healthy. Impossibly tired, unable to move her limbs, but completely and totally fine.

Thea felt at the back of her molars with her tongue, then winced and spat a glob of dirt out onto the mossy ground.

Where was she?

What was she?

Move, her brain chided. Get up, and move. What if a monster appears? Are you going to sit still and let it eat you? Are you just going to wait for Oliver and Cal to rescue you?

And wouldn’t that just be humiliating, the boys finding her completely helpless, waiting to be saved, waiting for them to make all the decisions.

She desperately wanted to go back to Barren’s Peak, but what if Cal got there first? What if he called down this Council that Oliver was so afraid of? Would they kill Oliver, like he thought they might? Would they kill her?

Worse, what if the boys were already dead? What if there was no way back to Barren’s Peak at all?

Thea scowled. Nope. She wasn’t going to sit and wait patiently for someone else to be the hero. She was Thea LaGuerre, badass monster slayer, and she was going to get back to her home, and fight like hell to keep it.

Thea pushed herself up to standing, groaning as her muscles protested the movement. Fragments of old memories shed off her, tinkling to the ground like shards of glass. More recent ones rose to color her senses—a forest full of monsters, the ground opening up, thousands of inky black sprites pulling her down, pulling her under….

Nerves licked up her arms and legs as the silence pressed heavily around her. She didn’t know if she was more worried that she wasn’t hearing anything, or that she was moments away from falling back into the awful, hissing visions she’d first woken to. Thea spun in a slow circle, trying to get a glimpse of the forest they’d been stuck in for what felt like days, but there were no signs of trees, nothing around her but green moss, white flowers, and beyond that, unrelenting gray. Her hand rose to her throat.

The ring still dangled there, the simple charm with its seven tiny pinpricked stars.

“I’m a magician?” she tried.

The words felt wrong somehow, like still, after all of this, she was playing make-believe.

She tried again. “I am a magician.”

It didn’t feel any better.

So, all that was left was to continue on. Thea pushed her dirt-streaked braids back from her face and picked a direction, setting off toward the gray.

The soft moss was springy underneath her feet, and the flowers almost seemed to pop into existence with every step she took, tracing a path through the nothingness. Uneasy, Thea stopped and turned to her right, heading a different direction. The flowers did the same that way too, brought to life by every fall of her foot. Just like in the forest, when it had been writhing and growing from her own thoughts and memories.

“Hey, uh…Labyrinth?” she asked. “If you’re going to spawn my secret desires, uh…I’d love a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Cherry Garcia.”

Silence.

She shook her head, cheeks flushing at how ridiculous she sounded. “Also, one bag of Flamin’ Hot Cheetos,” she called. “While you’re at it, a door to Earth. Doesn’t even have to be West Virginia. Just Earth.”

Nothing appeared around her. No ice cream, no snacks, no magical doors to home. No nightmarish visions either, unless you counted moss and flowers. Which all seemed innocuous enough, but the threat of walking on top of it for all eternity? Yeah, she could see how that might get exhausting. “Ey, Labyrinth?” she called. “How about a banquet hall filled with food?”

Nothing.

“Or coffee? God, I’d kill for some coffee. Even the swill from the pot behind the desk of the motel. Always has dregs of grounds in it, tastes foul. I don’t care, just give me caffeine.”

All the request got her was a sinking feeling in her stomach as her thoughts turned to Andrew. Pimply-faced, awkward Andrew who’d always been friendly to her, and who she’d tried to smile back at, but was too tired for most of the time. She was always so tired.

And now he was probably dead. Eaten by little Labyrinth monsters.

It wasn’t her fault the barrier had failed. She hadn’t even known it was a possibility until after it had happened!

It was still impossible not to feel guilty.

She thought of Ember. The last time she’d seen her, she was sprinting from Max’s barn toward her car, the sounds of screaming still echoing all around the mountain. She wondered what Ember would say about this. Oh by the way, my new friends think that I’m some long-lost magician, Thea would say. And Ember would laugh and make some joke about pick-up lines getting weirder. And then the conversation would turn back to Beowulf, or kissing, or the extra-large pizzas from Benitos that only cost $10 on Thursday nights, or were free if you were lucky enough to be best friends with a girl like Ember who could get just about anything she wanted.

God, Thea wished she had an extra-large pizza right now.

She thought about Bryson, waking up with twin black eyes, nose still crusted with blood. Her chest swelled with pride at that memory. Thea, Destroyer of High School Dicks. Didn’t quite have the same ring as Badass Monster Slayer, but she’d take it.

She thought of her father, probably still on the couch in their sagging duplex with the peeling white paint and the termite infestation. She wondered if he’d even noticed she was gone. It wasn’t unusual for her to go days without speaking a word to him—him, wrapped up in his animal documentaries on television for eighteen hours a day, her, in and out of the place, sometimes only stopping in for a quick shower before darting off to the next job. Some nights she even slept at the motel, feet up in one of the recliners in the back office, too tired to walk back home again.

She thought of the way he used to smile for her mother. The way he used to smile for her.

“Okay, now you’re just getting fucking depressing.” Thea pulled to a stop and wiped the sweat from her brow, trying to gain some sense of where she was now.

The moss still extended in front of her, but the nothingness had thinned enough that she could almost see past it. Tall shapes seemed to waver, enormous shadows that crept toward the sky. The forest again? Thea kept her eyes firmly fixed on them as she pressed forward. Within minutes it became clear that they weren’t trees.

A minotaur emerged in front of her, its bull snout dripping with fresh blood, its axe dragging in the grass alongside cloven hooves, the blade dragging in the grass. It looked so real her heart caught in her chest, but it was only stone—obsidian, shining so black she could see her reflection within the surface. A statue, taller than she was, frozen in a battle cry.

Thea stepped close, nervousness thrumming through her veins. Stories from another lifetime tangled in her mind—a goddess with a head full of snakes freezing monsters in her path. A king with a golden touch, petrifying everything his fingers brushed against. The myths her mother read to her, tangled and twisted into obsidian.

Thea reached up a hand, brushing it along the minotaur’s shining fur. The stony bristles stuck out, catching on the pads of her fingertips. If she closed her eyes, it almost felt real.

She stepped closer, rising on the balls of her feet until the top of her head almost brushed its arm, and traced her fingers along the hide, feeling the perfectly smooth drops of blood that had been chiseled into the obsidian.

She’d killed it. This incredible beast of myth, a thing that had inspired centuries of stories.

A sudden, inexplicable sadness roared up inside of her, and Thea found herself bowing her head, forehead pressed against its forearm. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, pressing two fingers to its enormous hands.

She pushed off from the minotaur and came to a frozen pool of clear water. Beneath the surface was a statue suspended, a wisping gray skeleton, stretching toward something it could never reach. The bones seemed to fragment and split, tiny pieces hovering around the body of the thing like it had been caught mid-explosion.

One of the spirits from underneath the boat, Thea thought. Sucked dry by the Labyrinth’s power.

She stood, resisting a restless urge to run. More shapes appeared around her as the nothingness dissipated, and Thea found herself weaving through a garden of statues, giant stone pillars rising up on either side of her, brushing the starry sky. A cluster of fairies, fat rodent bodies curling against the ground, frozen in the tumble of a fight. A faun, human face frozen in a grimace, hooved feet planted. A bonewight, its demon tongue whipping out like at any moment it could come to life and bury its fangs in her flesh. She saw a dozen humans, each more haggard than the last as they knelt and bent, pressing their foreheads to the moss. Another pool of water, this one larger, the dark mass of some creature paralyzed far enough below the surface that she couldn’t make it out.

And on the farthest edge of the field, a swan, neck mangled and broken.

Thea knelt there, pressing the palm of her hand to the stone and closing her eyes. She didn’t know what she was waiting for, only that there was something still alive about this carving—like with only the right spell, it might return to life again.

Underneath her hand, the obsidian was warm to touch. Every feather on the swan’s back was carved so carefully that it felt soft and waxy. Real.

She tried to hold her breath, tried to listen and feel for anything.

The swan did not come to life.

She pulled back, foolishly disappointed. What did she think she was going to do, force a stone to breathe? While Cal may have had a handy spell for that, she sure didn’t.

Thea sank back on her knees and swallowed down her frustrated hurt that a world like this existed, a world full of nightmares, and daydreams, and monsters, and magic, and staggeringly breathtaking possibility….

And she was still sitting here, waiting for someone to tell her she belonged.
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CHAPTER 32

OLIVER

Oliver stood in the middle of the clearing, looking up at the sky. One moon was a slivered scar across half the sky, the other a globe of dark purple, taking over the entire horizon.

If Aeloria wasn’t able to get this sword herself, then it was beyond foolish to think he stood any chance in hell. But dwelling on it wasn’t going to do him any good. The fact of the matter was, whether or not he could succeed, he didn’t have a choice. He was always going to say yes, if Callum’s life was at stake.

And the way she was able to scan through his memories, force herself into the recesses of his brain and pull out anything she wanted? He was well aware that she knew that fact.

Oliver forced his shoulders back, and his eyes up. He needed a plan.

He and Callum hadn’t passed any sort of lake on their journey thus far, so backtracking made no sense. The clear water of the stream that ran behind the small cabin could be coming up from the ground, but could also be traveling from some larger body of water. Without further instructions from Aeloria, his best bet was to follow the trickle upstream and hope that it led to what he was looking for. Quickly.

The steady burble of running water was at least better than the dead silence of the woods all around him. It was more than just the moons that gave the Labyrinth away. The lack of any sort of ecosystem? No rustling of critters, bird calls, no other sounds of chittering prey? It was a pretty dead giveaway that this forest was nothing like Earth.

That in this forest, Oliver was the prey.

At that lovely thought, he forced his way forward, keeping the stream to his left as he followed it into the woods again.

The branches clustered even closer together on this side of things, but somehow the canopy remained open. Here, he could no longer see the massive purple moon in the distance, only the silver scar across the top of the sky, bright enough to cancel out any of the stars. The trees that grew around him shifted, trunks fattening to the same redwoods he’d lain next to with Callum in his memory, then shrinking back to the skinny birches that dotted the meadow the day he’d released a mimic into Sanctuary. He fixed the forests of West Virginia in his mind, hoping with all his heart that he somehow possessed the power to shape the Labyrinth to his will. For a moment, the landscape did waver around him, trees solidifying into a collection of recognizable oaks, maples, and hemlocks. It only lasted a minute before they swelled back into redwoods again.

Every shadow was a sprite slurping down the bark of a tree, every drop of sweat a death weevil burrowing deep. Panic lanced through Oliver’s heart, its barbed-wire edges slicing deep into the marrow of his bones. He tried to breathe slowly, tried to count in English, then in the small bits of Creole French he’d picked up during his time in New Orleans. Eventually, the trees thinned, the forest ground gave way to glossy stone, and he was spit out completely on the banks of a placid lake, still enough to be made of glass.

Wrapping his arms around his chest, Oliver chewed his lip as he looked out across the shore.

Far in the distance, there was something poking out of the mirror lake. Oliver prodded in his pocket, drawing out his now very bent-up glasses and placing them precariously on his face. Even with dirty lenses, he could make out a small sandbar, no longer than he was tall. Out of the sand sprung a stone pillar, and on top of the stone pillar, Oliver could only imagine, sat the sword Aeloria had sent him for.

“Grab the sword,” he mumbled, swallowing down a burst of uneasiness. “Bring it back. Escape the Labyrinth.”

Gauging distance wasn’t exactly a strength of his, but his best guess put that sandbar at least fifty yards away. He had no way of knowing how deep the lake was at that point. No way of knowing what the lake contained.

And Oliver really hated swimming.

“Okay,” he said to himself, running his hands through his hair. “You’re going to be okay. There has to be a way to win. So you swim to the sandbar. And you get the sword. And you swim back.”

His feet stayed planted on the stone bank, unwilling to step forward.

“Maybe no shoes,” he said to no one. He toed them off, then removed his socks, tucking them neatly into the tennis shoes. There were smooth pebbles along the bank, soft enough to walk on, but cold on his bare feet. His shirt went next, regretfully folded next to the shoes.

A sudden movement in the sky caught his eye, and he watched with wide-mouthed surprise as a line of enormous birds flew over his head. Their white feathers glittered, and their long necks stretched out as they rode an air current.

A cluster of swans, so real, so Earth-like it made his chest hurt.

Oliver watched until they disappeared over the tops of the trees, and the chill of the air settled more solidly on his bare skin. He could keep the pants on…and let them weigh him down in the water, not to mention force him to walk back to the cabin soaking wet. Or he could just suck it up and strip down entirely.

“Well, this sucks,” he said aloud, knowing what the clear choice was and still hating every second of it. The pants went, bundled up next to his shirt and shoes, followed by the glasses, and then he was standing on the beach in nothing but his briefs, shivering in the moonlight.

He wished Callum were here. Then he’d feel braver, even if it was all a front just to spite the other boy.

He wished for Thea, for some snarky comment spurring him to action.

Instead, all he had was himself, long and lanky limbs, enough fear coursing through his veins that his heart felt like it was about to burst right out of his chest.

Oliver stepped up to the edge of the water, looking down.

There was no slope outward, no shallows to be seen. Instead, the bottom dropped off the moment the water hit the bank. He was standing on a cliff, looking down into dark depths that had no end.

Kneeling down, Oliver felt around until he came up with a single rock. He chucked it into the water as far as he could. It landed with a plunk, shattering the glassy exterior as it caused a wave of ripples to spread outward along the water.

He waited for a long moment, breath in his throat, but nothing else happened.

No mimics.

“Stop it,” Oliver whispered to himself, forcing himself away from the memories.

You are expendable, Aeloria had said. I am not.

“I don’t really feel all that expendable either,” Oliver muttered to himself. “But awesome pep talk, you’re doing an amazing job already.” He squeezed his eyes closed. The only other alternative was to forget the entire thing and leave Callum in Aeloria’s grasp.

Which was no alternative at all.

Sucking in a deep breath, Oliver threw his arms above his head and dove.

The water was strangely warm, maybe heated from hot springs somewhere far below, maybe heated by magic. Despite the uncanniness of the entire feeling, he was grateful for it. His muscles didn’t freeze up, and he found himself kicking forward with ease. Likewise, the water was perfectly clear and fresh, allowing him to duck his head underneath the surface and open his eyes.

The clear blue stretched below him as far as he could see—a vast chasm, but no living creature in sight. It was nothing like that day in the meadow, when for just a brief moment, he’d thought he’d found freedom. There were no shadows in the water, no waves threatening to drag him down.

Oliver wasn’t sure that made him feel any better. There was a threat—there had to be a threat—and just because he couldn’t see it didn’t make it any less real.

By the time he reached the sandbar in the middle of the lake, he was already exhausted, breathing hard from exertion. He hauled himself up and sat, back to the stone pillar for a long while as he caught his breath. The ripples from his swim slowly disappeared from view, leaving the perfect mirror lake and a world completely silent, save for his own breathing.

This was too easy. Everything about this was too easy.

“Step one,” Oliver said, teeth beginning to chatter. “Done.”

He forced himself up and regarded the pillar in front of him. It only came to chest level, making the item on top perfectly visible.

The blade shimmered in the moonlight. The metal rippled like the water he’d come out of. At its broadest, the blade was a hand’s width across, gradually narrowing to a deadly point. The hilt was braided in simple gray leather, almost like an afterthought to the beauty of the blade itself.

He knew it intimately.

The design. The leather. The awful feeling of that blade slicing through his own skin.

Oliver swallowed hard, taking a shaky step back. It shouldn’t be here. It was…this was the Council’s, this belonged in Sanctuary, not here, this wasn’t possible, he couldn’t breathe. His hand smacked against the scar across his chest, his fingers burrowing in deep like if only he could work nails underneath the thing, he could pull it free, he could wake up and escape this nightmare.

A quiet splash came from behind him and Oliver whirled, scanning the lake.

The surface was flat and still. Not a single ripple on the glassy water.

He only dies if you fail. Aeloria’s words pounded through his body with every shattered breath he drew in. He forced himself to turn back to the blade, breathing through his panic. It was a weapon of the Labyrinth. It would burn straight through him if he tried to take it. It was an impossible task set by a powerful magician who was using him, and—

The black blade rippled in the moonlight, swirling patterns almost undulating before his eyes.

He didn’t want to touch it.

He had to touch it.

He had to pick it up and swim it back and save Callum. There was no other choice.

“It’s that or go back empty-handed,” he reasoned with himself. “Tell her that you failed, watch her kill Callum, then let her kill you. Doesn’t feel like a great option.” A droplet of water dripped from his hair to his nose, rolling down and plopping on the stone. It sat there, reflecting a prism of color from the blade.

Oliver shoved his wet hair back and looked up at the sky. “Oh, I hate this,” he said to the empty air. “I really, really hate this.”

Then he plunged forward, wrapping his hands around the hilt of the blade.

The burn was almost immediate, a fiery pain that went straight to the nerves of his palms and flared outward, traveling up his arms and straight to his heart. Oliver gasped at it and pulled away quickly, studying his hands.

The flesh was pink, irritated but not burned.

He’d always known his pain tolerance was a big fat zero, but that wasn’t exactly helping here. “What are the odds you get all the way back to the cabin without losing both your hands entirely?”

When no answer came, he sighed miserably. “Yeah. Zero. That’s what I thought.” He turned, moving back toward the water for a moment, intent on wetting his hands then coating them in sand. There was a chance that if there were enough of a barrier, he’d buy himself a little more time before the sword burned straight through his flesh. Oliver dipped his hands in the water, then flinched back as a flurry of white shot over his head.

Mouth open, he watched a swan land on the glistening mirror lake.

Its neck curled, beak resting on its feathered body. It floated atop the water. A single beady black eye focused on Oliver.

Faster than he could blink, a giant tentacle burst free from the lake, wrapping around the swan and pulling it under.

Oliver swore, backing up until he almost tripped over the pillar.

There was nothing left on the surface of the water but three white feathers, the only sign that another creature had existed there at all.

“What was that,” Oliver whispered. “Oh fuck, what was that, what was that—“

Another tentacle burst free, sending a spray of droplets high into the sky. The remains of the swan hung within its grasp, graceful neck now snapped, blood soaking the white plumage. A low-pitched rumble sounded from somewhere far below, and the sand underneath Oliver’s feet began to tremble, sliding to the water, dissolving under his feet just like the meadow had so many years ago.

Oliver whirled, snagging the giant blade off of the pedestal with both hands and ignoring the bite of pain. The sword was somehow lighter than he expected, throwing him off balance so that he almost tripped headfirst into the water. He barely regained his balance and transferred the blade to one hand, hissing at the burning as he closed his fingers tightly around the hilt.

Then he dove into the water, kicking with all his might back to shore.

Maybe the thing would be happy with a meal of swan.

Maybe it didn’t need much to survive at all. Maybe skinny, malnourished magicians who had been living out of their car for two years were stringy and tough and definitely not this thing’s natural prey, so maybe it would avoid him. Maybe it—

Something wrapped around his leg and Oliver barely managed to draw in another breath before he was tugged down underneath the surface, staring straight into the eye of something much bigger than a swan.

The creature stared back at him, eye easily the size of Oliver’s head. The thing was made of tentacles, dozens of them, long enough to wreck a small boat—

Oliver slashed down with the sword, nailing the limb that was wrapped around his ankle. The thing howled in fury, revealing a gaping maw full of teeth, and Oliver’s heart kicked in his chest as the sound echoed through the water like a sonic boom. He swiped down again with the sword, cursing the pressure of the water as the blade took ages to reach another one of the limbs. When it finally hit, the swirling metal sliced through the thing like butter, black blood blooming all around him.

Oliver swam upward, kicking frantically away. He needed to get out of reach, he needed to be fast enough to get back to shore and not get pulled under again, because if he got pulled under again, he was going to get shredded by its meat grinder of a mouth, and he was going to drown, and he was going to die—

Oliver came to the surface with heaving lungs, gasping for oxygen and struggling to kick forward again. He had to get out of the beast’s reach, but it was larger than anything he’d ever seen in his life.

He had an awful, horrible suspicion that the only reason he wasn’t deep within its belly already was that it was playing with him.

Still, he pushed forward, his swimming stroke nothing more than an awkward crawl through the water with the sword still at his side, entire body filled with terror at the thing unraveling beneath him.

The shore was growing closer, but not close enough—

Another tentacle snagged him around the waist, squeezing so tightly as it dragged him under that he lost any chance at gasping in air. He fought, wriggling to escape, but the limb held him fast, dragging him toward the maw. Oliver cried out, bubbles of precious air flowing from his mouth and nose, and he swung the sword again, but it barely scraped the skin.

Something burned inside his chest, and he no longer knew if it was the desperate need for oxygen, or if it was his blood magic, surging up inside of him. If he lost control of that, it would kill him just as quickly as the kraken would, but he couldn’t fight this thing on his own—

He swung the blade desperately again, managing to slice deeply enough into a limb to get free. He paddled up to the surface where he drew in another shuddering breath. His labored gasps were too loud in his ears, and he could hear an awful whining sob that he knew was coming from his own mouth, but he couldn’t stop it.

The tangle in his chest grew thicker, and he coughed out water and blood, the foul clots of his caged magic staining the water as he swam onward. His lungs burned with lack of breath, with magic, he just needed to get a little farther—

There was no warning, only the sudden pressure of water all around him, and the tightening of slippery muscle around both of his ankles and one of his hands. Oliver thrashed and his head throbbed, warmth streaming from his nose. His head was a mass of pressure and he was so, so dizzy and his lungs burned—

Oliver squeezed his eyes closed and forced his arm up until the flesh of his forearm rubbed against the blade of the sword, releasing a steady stream of blood into the water. It was instinct more than anything. His mouth formed the words before his brain caught up, and the pain in his chest exploded outward, magic ripping free from his ribs, his lungs, his marrow. The creature screamed.

Every tentacle released at once. Oliver tried to kick free but the sword was dragging him down—

Callum.

Oliver forced himself up again, kicking with the last of his strength. His head breached the surface, and he found himself on the lip of the bank. Burning pain lanced through his back, up his throat, down his thighs. He could feel his spoiled magic clotting in his nose, making it even harder to breathe, could taste it on his tongue. Somewhere beneath him, the monster still stirred, Oliver knew that much. It didn’t matter what he’d done; that thing wasn’t going to die so easily. He swung the sword over his head, launching it over the bank and listening to it clatter on the rocks. Then he threw one elbow up over the lip of land, and got his chest high enough to see the trees, then fell back to the water, a desperate sob escaping his mouth as he fought for purchase.

It was coming. He didn’t need to look behind him to know that the lake was starting to ripple again, that the beast was angry and coming.

Oliver threw his arm up again, getting his elbow firm along the top of the bank. He shoved himself up, heaving one knee over the bank and finally getting enough leverage to drag himself out of the water. He rolled over next to the sword, onto his hands and knees, and gagged, spitting up lake water, black blood from the monster, and dark clots from deep within his own chest.

The entire lake shook, a furious howling sounding from the depths loud enough to shake the land. Oliver grabbed for the sword and threw himself backward until he hit the tree line, but the ripples on the water faded to nothing, the howling dissipated in the cold night, and soon the lake was a mirror once again, reflecting the two strange moons.

Oliver reached a shaking hand to his face, wiping away the water from his eyes. His hand came back stained black. Oliver gagged again, spitting another gallon of lake water onto the forest floor. His entire body was trembling, the adrenaline rush leaving him as quickly as it had come on.

He needed to get back to the cabin with the sword. For Aeloria. She had to let them go. He’d fulfilled the bargain.

Oliver swallowed hard, looking down at his shivering body. Every inch of his skin was soaked, and muck leaked from his pores, rivulets running down his belly and legs, dripping from his arms. Raw magic.

He scrubbed at himself with shaking hands, sluicing off the tar until he found his own skin again. He grabbed for his pants next, shrugging into them despite his wet legs. He managed to get his feet in his shoes, tying the laces with fingers that could no longer feel. He wasn’t dead.

Every organ inside his body ached, every choking breath stung.

Oliver reached for his T-shirt, bringing it to his head before freezing.

More than half of the scarring across his collarbone had smoothed out, exposing a swath of pale, unblemished skin. Oliver smacked a hand against his chest, rubbing at the spot like if only he could feel it, he could assure himself that it wasn’t real. Instead, a dull heat grew there, and the strange, burning itch started up again, not unlike skin recovering from a sunburn.

Oliver swallowed hard. Was the spell they’d cast when they’d stabbed him failing? Was he somehow…healing?

That couldn’t happen. The Council did not cast spells that failed. They’d bound his magic so tightly it was impossible to reach it without dying. They’d told him so, and he’d felt it.

He lifted a hand, turning his palm up and regarding the jagged slice he’d made on his arm while underwater. The long line still bled, bright red beads smearing against his skin. The skin on his palm bubbled and burned from where he’d gripped the hilt of the sword, but even that didn’t hurt the way it should, not while the impossibility of his own magic returning loomed over his head.

He looked down at the sword at his feet, then back over the water, suddenly overwhelmed with desire to try and cast another spell with his blood.

But then, exhaustion rolled through him, and Oliver swayed on his feet, almost toppling into a tree. He looked down at his shirt, still clutched in his other hand. He would return the sword to Aeloria and secure him and Callum passage to a Heart, and they’d get the hell out of the Labyrinth.

Oliver shrugged into his T-shirt, willfully turning his mind from lakes, and tentacle monsters, and the Council’s sword. With the last of his strength, Oliver tore the hem of his shirt, ripping off a long strip of fabric that he carefully wrapped around the hilt of the blade. Then he set off back through the woods, following the stream until he came to the little cabin in the clearing. The waterwheel still sat frozen. The stream still burbled. Another three playing cards lay in the dirt, but this time they didn’t reflect Thea’s face.

They showed his own, eyes dripping with dark blood, mouth curled in a vicious, victorious smile, a speckled pattern of stars stamped over his brow.
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CHAPTER 33

OLIVER

Oliver threw open the cabin door, the warmth of the small room instantly inviting. He wanted to melt into it. Wanted to throw himself on the floor and sleep for days.

Couldn’t do either of those things.

Aeloria stood in the corner, eyebrows raised in surprised pleasure.

“Your sword,” he said, heaving the thing up onto the table. His legs wobbled, but he stayed standing, refusing to sit in her presence.

Her pale pink lips pressed together as she looked to the table. One hand reached out, a black fingernail running along the length of the blade. “Impressive,” she drawled with a voice like summer cicadas.

“Let him go,” Oliver ordered.

She rolled her eyes but looked to Callum, giving a complicated twist of her fingers.

Instantly, Callum’s body collapsed, like the strings of a puppet, cut. “You came back,” he gasped like he’d been drowning on land just as Oliver had been drowning in water.

“A Heart,” Oliver said, ignoring Callum. “Bring us to a Heart.”

Aeloria clucked her tongue. “And how did you manage to procure it so quickly?” she asked Oliver, bright green eyes flicking to him.

Oliver’s fingers fisted the hem of his shirt, but he kept himself from reaching for the ropey scar tissue across his shoulder.

She still noticed, and a lazy grin crept up her mouth.

Oliver refused to look away, even though her cold gaze felt like it was flaying the warmth from his bones. “I don’t know,” he said slowly. “Luck, I guess.”

Aeloria’s smile only grew. “Welcome back, little magician.”

Even though something like pride colored her words, Oliver could barely breathe.

Callum didn’t seem to notice anything off in the exchange. “Oliver, let’s go,” he said shakily as he tried to push himself up from the table. He looked awful—half sick, washed out and weak as his arms kept trying to collapse underneath him. He looked nowhere near able to get them home again.

Crushing guilt rose in Oliver’s throat, but he swallowed it down like glass. “We’re ready to leave,” he said.

Aeloria didn’t answer him. Instead, she picked up the blade in both hands, inspecting the twisting metalwork, careful to keep her fingers around Oliver’s hastily constructed wrappings.

“You can’t even hold it,” Oliver said tiredly. “So why? What’s the point?”

She ignored him, choosing instead to cock her head toward Callum. “Did you have anything you wanted to say?”

Callum stumbled up, shoving Oliver back from her. “Let’s go,” he pleaded, desperation spilling from every breath.

Oliver looked between the two of them, confusion growing roots in his chest.

“Oh, boys,” she said, shaking her head as she stepped over to the door of the cabin. She pressed her pointer finger along the edge of the blade, pulling away when a drop of blood appeared. Then she pressed it to the wood. “Abro.”

The door wavered, wood panel giving way to bright white light. “Beyond the door,” she told them, “you will find your Heart.” She stepped away again, walking to the back wall and opening a second portal, this one wreathed in purple. She turned back to Oliver, mouth pressed thin. “Watch yourself,” she finally said. “The Council will not be pleased to find you functional.” Her eyes flicked to Callum, flinty hard. “And this one won’t hesitate to betray you, again.” Then she stepped through her own door, disappearing from sight.

Oliver waited until the wall was straight stone again. Then he turned to Callum, who was still staring at the wall with wide eyes.

“What was that supposed to mean?” Oliver demanded.

Callum blinked a few times, mouth still agape. Then, slowly, terribly, he straightened—shoulders rolling back, chin jutting proudly, like he’d shucked every bit of his fatigue with nothing but sheer willpower. “Don’t worry about it,” he said roughly, looking past Oliver with eyes that had gone cold and gray.

Despite his exhaustion, or maybe because of it, Oliver felt anger roar to life inside of him. “Don’t do that to me,” he snapped, pushing into Callum’s space. “Stop hiding everything. You’re just as tired as I am. You’re sick. You’re barely standing right now, for fuck’s sake, Callum, just talk to me!”

“You shouldn’t have risked yourself,” Callum said stiffly. “You’re lucky you’re alive—”

“Are we seriously doing this again?” Oliver bellowed.

Callum swallowed, eyes boring into the far wall.

“Are we just going to keep having the same argument? The one where you pretend you care about me, and then ten minutes later you go back to ignoring me? Until the next time you need to feel superior to me in every way possible. You know what, fuck that. Fuck you!”

Callum’s eyes dropped to the ground. “I care,” he said lowly.

Oliver threw up his hands in frustration. “Dammit Callum, this is exactly what I’m talking about.”

Callum stared harder at the floor, eyes boring into the wood. One hand went to his other, fingers seeking the ring he constantly twisted around and around in nervous habit. Upon finding its absence, both hands dropped to his sides like stones.

“You look like them, you know that?” Oliver continued. “Standing there, waiting for marching orders? You look like every other gullible, brainwashed fool in Sanctuary, just waiting for your chance to prove you’re worth something. And you love it. You’ve loved it from day one. You bought everything they sold you. You followed them around like a puppy desperate for attention, and I tried to save you. I would have done anything for you. But anything wasn’t good enough then, and it’s sure as hell not good enough now.” His voice was starting to shake, and his hand was burning where he’d picked up that awful sword, and he was wet, and injured, and so, endlessly tired.

Callum’s face went white, and the line of his jaw was a blade. “You’ve always been good enough. I haven’t.”

“Oh, fuck that.” Oliver laughed. “If you really believed that, then you’d have followed me out, you—”

“I turned you in.”

Oliver froze, a dozen half-formed curse words still on the tip of his tongue. Callum’s eyes rose to meet his, dark and wounded, and Oliver blinked heavily, staring back, willing him to take the words back.

He didn’t.

“I turned you in,” Callum said once more. “You told me you wanted to run, and I said I would come with you, but I got scared, so I turned you in.”

Oliver tried to swallow, but his throat was swollen, filled with cotton and heat. “You turned me in…to the Council,” he mumbled. Saliva pooled at the back of his tongue, like he was going to be sick.

“I didn’t think they would hurt you like that,” Callum said lowly.

Oliver’s mouth moved like he was trying to speak, but he couldn’t manage to make a sound. Deep inside his chest, he could feel his heart start to pound, could feel magic there, just as exhausted as he was, but no less restless for it. He closed his eyes, pressure building behind his temples as he shakily pressed a hand to his nose.

It came away bloody.

Oliver stared down at his hand, confusion warring with betrayal. “Do you know what it feels like?” he asked. “Do you have any idea how the magic begs to be let free? How it burns?” More spots of blood dripped from his nose. One on the toe of his shoe, staining the light canvas.

Callum’s face shattered. “Oliver, you have to believe me that I didn’t know they were going to do that—“

“No. But you knew how they treated runaways. They certainly spent enough time hitting us over the head with it. Betrayal equals banishment or death. It always equals banishment or death, there is no good outcome.”

“I didn’t think they would go through with it. They only…they only said that to scare us.”

Oliver barked a painful laugh and gripped his temples. He swore under his breath. “You really believe that, don’t you?” He tilted his head back, pinching his nose like this was all just a simple nosebleed, fighting to pull himself back under control. He’d had magic in that lake, felt it run through his blood again, the spark of something he’d craved like oxygen. He’d seen the new skin around the awful slash mark—pink, and shiny, and healed.

But it wasn’t enough. He could feel the block again, whatever spell they cast taking hold once more as the magic went foul and retreated back into the awful cage.

The portal flickered behind them, still shining bright white like warmth and light was waiting for them on the other side. They needed to go. This was their only chance. “Why?” he murmured sadly.

It was an open-ended question, but Callum drew himself up, voice shaky but certain as he answered immediately. “Because we were not supposed to run. We were supposed to save the world.”

Oliver wanted to hit him. Scream at him. Walk through that portal and leave him behind, help him understand what true helplessness felt like, what being surrounded by real monsters without magic felt like.

Just as terribly, Oliver wanted to kiss him one more time.

Instead, he just nodded. The wound was a raw, aching thing, but he’d brought it upon himself, just like he always did. He knew what Callum was. He knew that he was never going to be reason enough for the other boy to change.

“You shouldn’t have risked yourself for that sword,” Callum said.

Oliver swallowed down the sour taste in his mouth as he regarded the glowing portal. “Yeah,” he said acidly. “But that’s what I do, isn’t it? Try to save you, even though you don’t want saving.” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Coming?”

Callum’s eyes dropped to the ground, and he nodded, staggering closer to Oliver and following him through the door.
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CHAPTER 34

THEA

The statuary extended for miles in every direction, and Thea wandered it for hours, wondering over the hundreds of creatures she found. Every one was like the minotaur or the swan—so delicately carved that Thea swore the barest hint of wind would bring them all to life.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t the barest hint of wind or water or food or shade. After a while, she stripped off her flannel shirt, tying it tightly around her waist. Her bright white tank top was filthy with mud, and blood, and black goop that she was pretty sure came from the minotaur’s insides, but at least for five minutes, she was slightly cooler.

She curled up underneath an enormous fox with wings for a few hours, trying to catch a bit of sleep. Instead, her mind kept circling, trying to plan for all the various futures she might claim. One where she escaped the Labyrinth and went back to work at the Home and Variety like nothing had happened at all. One where she got stuck here in this garden for the rest of her very short life, until the boys found her again, calcified, turned to the same obsidian as everything else around her.

“You all got bored into stone, didn’t you?” she asked the fox, when she finally gave up all pretense of rest. “Sat down and never got up again?”

It sounded wildly improbable, but so did minotaurs and magicians. Nothing was off-limits anymore.

She wandered for hours longer, until the sun started setting and the two moons rose. She wandered past tiny gnomes, and a field full of cats. Past an enormous obsidian dragon, large enough to finally give her the shade she so desperately craved, and past a collection of bees piled on the ground like stones, all tiny enough to fit within the palm of her hand. Past another minotaur—

Thea froze, looking up at the statue.

The black fur shimmered in the moonlight. The snout glistened with beads of blood. Its blade dragged behind it in the grass.

It was the same statue she’d left this morning. Half a day ago.

Thea smacked a fist to her mouth, trying to stop the scream of frustration that threatened to work its way loose. She dug her teeth into the meat of her hand, letting the fresh wash of pain focus her brain before she got lost in the spiraling.

Oh hell, she thought, dropping her fist again as soon as she was certain she wasn’t going to just collapse to her knees and sob. Teeth marks glistened in her skin, as the minotaur stared at her, uncaring.

So what was next? She had no food, and no water. Food, she could manage for a while without, but water…

Thea shook her head hard. One thing she was not going to do was panic. It was almost night; there was no sun directly overhead beating the sweat out of her. She could get some sleep, and try again in a few hours. And she’d find her way back to the boys, and the Labyrinth wasn’t fucking with her….

Nope. That was panic.

She reached up for her hair, carding her fingers through the greasy, muddy strands. Prodding from crown to nape of her neck, she separated her hair into two sections, then plaited both. The simple act of self-soothing did very little to calm her nerves, but she felt cleaner somehow.

Thea worried at her bottom lip, gazing across the statuary and trying to figure out where exactly she should set up camp for the night. She could go back to the depressing swan. Or trek back to where the fox was and curl up under its paws again, though that had to be hours away from here and she really wasn’t in the mood for more walking. The dragon looked nice enough—

Movement caught her eye, and Thea twirled, watching the air by the minotaur shimmer, a mirage that her eyes fought to keep track of. A split in the universe appeared, shining purples and blues ripping through the obsidian stone.

She’d seen this once before, in the hall when they’d first woken up, far above them: the portal they’d fallen through.

Thea swallowed hard, but stood her ground as a creature stepped through. Sparkling pieces of night sky flanked her body like fluttering wings. Her blonde hair was slicked back severely pulled tight into a knot at the top of her head. Her brow was furrowed, sweat streaked as she yanked at something else through the portal, but as her startling green eyes met Thea’s, she began to smile.

Thea took a step back, cold washing through her as fast as hope began to flicker. She swallowed hard and shook her head, trying to dislodge whatever sick fantasy the Labyrinth was preying on now. She wanted to grasp the ring at her neck, as though pressing against it would deliver her the power to change something, change anything.

Instead, she froze in the act, not wanting this creature to catch her in a moment of weakness.

The woman’s eyes widened. “Thea,” she said, voice cracking with recognition.

The sound of her name rang like a bell deep inside Thea’s chest. A tug of memories, a taste of dreams. A warmth, a light, a thing she’d been seeking for so long.

“Mom?”
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CHAPTER 35

CALLUM

At ten past midnight on the night of the Winter Solstice, Callum stands from his bench, walks to the front of the great hall, and asks to speak with the Council.

At eleven past midnight on the night of the Winter Solstice, the bells chime.

At fifteen past midnight on the night of the Winter Solstice, three members of the Council ride out from Sanctuary on a trio of black Shire horses.

By morning, Oliver is escorted back into Sanctuary, wrists and ankles bound with rope, one eye blackened and oozing blood.

Oliver says nothing at first, refusing to give any reason for his actions. They give him a choice. He chooses banishment over death. They haul him to the front of the hall, and they…

Oliver cries out.

Callum doesn’t see the rest. He is released with the other magicians back to their quarters for meals, meditation, and classwork.

He doesn’t say goodbye.

“Callum.”

Callum stumbled to a halt, panting heavily. Oliver’s body flickered and wavered in front of him as Callum fought to focus his blurry vision.

“We need water,” Oliver said between clenched teeth.

Callum managed to grunt a response, but not much more. His mouth was parched and rough as sand. Oliver had spent the first few hours complaining bitterly of Aeloria and her lies, not putting them at a Heart at all but dropping them straight back into the Labyrinth without remorse.

Callum hadn’t the energy to point out the obvious:

Aeloria wasn’t their friend. Aeloria had nothing to gain by keeping her bargains and everything to lose. It took someone idealistic and naive to take her at her word, and Oliver was that.

“We’re almost to the top,” Oliver was saying.

Callum turned his tired focus back to the other boy.

“Let’s just try to get to the top and then maybe we’ll have a better view, yeah? We can figure out where to go next?”

The “top” was the crest of a rocky slope they’d been climbing since stepping out of the portal. There had been only one path forward: a winding cutout straight up the cliff. And maybe Oliver was right—maybe they’d finally reach the summit and there would be an enormous lake of water waiting for them along with an already-opened portal straight back home.

Callum wasn’t holding his breath.

“Okay,” Oliver said in response to Callum’s silence. “Think you can keep going?”

They had to. There was no other option. “Let’s move,” Callum said tiredly, then forced his body forward, one aching step at a time, one shallow breath after another.

Oliver stayed dutifully at his side, holding his hand out any time Callum stumbled, even though he was injured himself. Callum had tried to press him on it at first—the jagged slice along his forearm, the blackened and charred skin across the palm of his hand—but Oliver refused to say a word about what happened to earn him a giant sword and Aeloria’s approval.

And so they walked in silence, leaving Callum with nothing but his dark memories.

Memories of Sanctuary plagued his every step. The earliest ones: running through dark corridors and halls with Oliver at his heels, curling up in Oliver’s bed at night telling chilling stories of wights and fairies, fire-breathing roaches and acid-spitting snakes. And the later ones: long hours in the classroom studying magic and nightmares and days spent under the false sun of a garden full of fruit so plump and sweet it gave them horrible stomachaches. Topside was full of firsts: the first time he held Oliver’s hand. The first time Oliver’s breath teased at his ear as they lay next to each other. The first time they’d hidden in the cool shade of a tree, pressed together as Callum’s lips met Oliver’s. The first time he’d looked into Oliver’s eyes and realized that he would do anything to keep Oliver safe.

“Oh shit.”

Callum shook his head, blinking the syrupy memories from his vision. Oliver was far ahead of him now, finally standing at the top of the path. His body was nothing more than a silhouette in the bright light of the moon—all lithe limbs standing stockstill at the top of the world.

“Callum,” he said, turning around with wide eyes. “Get up here now.”

Worry slid down his spine and Callum forced his way through the last of the climb with burning muscles. He lurched to Oliver’s side, breathing hard, eyes widening in disbelief.

“It can’t be,” he murmured.

“One last fuck you from the Labyrinth?” Oliver pondered. His hand went to his brow, pushing sweat-slicked hair from his eyes.

Callum didn’t know how to answer that. All he could do was stare at the valley below them, full of colorful flowers, trilling birdsong, and the sparkling blue of a perfect lake. A valley he recognized and knew like he knew his own heart.

Topside.
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CHAPTER 36

THEA

The woman who could not exist gave another pull, yanking the thing she’d been dragging all the way through the portal. She caught Thea’s eyes and smiled triumphantly, throwing it at Thea’s feet.

A giant sword, black blade glinting with swirling patterns that danced in the reflection of the stars.

Thea took another stumbling step back. It was only another trial. She’d faced others; this was no different. “Go away.”

“It’s yours,” the woman pretending to be her mother said with a quirk of her head.

“As tempting as that is, I’m good, thanks,” she replied. Her fingers kept rubbing the ring, back and forth. This thing in front of her, this…creature wearing her mother’s face, it was unbelievably convincing.

But so was everything else about this place.

“What are you?” Thea asked, her nerves finally getting the better of her.

The woman made to step forward, but Thea flinched. The woman froze, one hand out like she was trying to convince a feral animal that she was safe. Then she scowled.

It was a look so out of place on her mother’s face, like the muscles had been contorted wrong, forced into position by something else wearing her skin. It was almost a relief, that wash of understanding. It couldn’t be her mother, because her mother never looked like that.

This thing was worn down. Her face was still beautiful—but there was a coldness that permeated her entire being. In all Thea’s memories her mother wore bright colors. Yet now, she was clothed in black. She looked as capable of killing Thea as saving her.

“Don’t touch me,” Thea warned. The sword was still at her feet, but she didn’t move for it. Instead, both hands came up in front of her face and closed to fists. Thea wanted to laugh at how ridiculous she was being—standing here ready to fist-fight a monster—but she was too afraid that if she opened her mouth again, she’d cry.

“Thea,” the woman said again, with the same voice Thea heard in all of her dreams and all of her nightmares.

Thea squeezed her eyes closed, trying to fix something in her brain besides her dead mother. If the Labyrinth could grasp onto something else, anything else, then maybe this would stop.

Then the woman began to hum.

The song was soft, barely a thread of sound in the stale air.

It still hit Thea in the chest with the force of the fairies, biting into her skin. A song she’d grown up hearing, a song she still dreamed about. Her mother’s voice bringing it to life once more.

“Stop,” Thea hissed, pressing her hands to her ears.

The creature’s mouth closed. The melody disintegrated.

Thea’s hands started to shake. “Get out of my head,” she stammered.

The woman shook her head sadly. “I used to sing that to you every night,” she said.

“Get out of my fucking head.”

The crows’ feet at the woman’s eyes tightened incrementally, and her chin tipped up. “I wish I could have told you everything. But you were just a child. And it wasn’t safe. It was never safe. Even now…” Her head tilted up, her eyes going glassy like she was listening to something in the distance. “We have very little time.”

Every sound she made, every movement she took, unleashed a lifetime of memories from within Thea’s chest. It couldn’t be real, and yet Thea wanted it, more than she’d ever wanted anything in her entire life. “What are you?” she demanded again.

The scowl was back now. The woman’s hand went to her neck.

A silver chain lay there, delicate against the curve of her throat, disappearing into the bodice of her dress. She wound it between her fingers, a practiced move born of anxiety—one Thea was deeply intimate with. “Aeloria LaGuerre,” she said.

“No,” Thea stated. “You’re doing a great job at pretending, but you are definitely not my mother.”

The creature’s eyes narrowed, frustration mirroring Thea’s own. She sighed, her shoulders hunching inward. “It would be easiest if I could show you,” she said. All around her feet, white trilliums began to bloom.

“You can stay right there,” Thea ordered, heart racing. “You don’t need to show me anything—”

“Thea,” the creature whispered reverently. Then she closed her eyes, whispering something under her breath, a word Thea only caught the tail end of, in the same language Oliver and Cal had always used. Then a shock of cold slipped up her neck, and she—

A woman stands on a porch, slumping with fatigue. The wood buckles with rot, the air smells like sulfur from the paper plant less than a mile from her house. Her hand cradles a belly swollen with child, and her heart quickens in her chest as a rusted pickup truck clunks into the driveway.

A man steps out, his eyes bright, his cheeks flushed. Thea’s father is upright, no longer prone across a couch. “I love you,” he calls out.

And he does love her, Thea can feel that too, the spark it ignites within the woman, the way she can’t possibly stop a smile from growing. “I love you,” Thea’s mother returns.

Somewhere, Thea could feel the woman’s hand pressing against her forehead now, palm cool and clammy, smelling ever so faintly of something floral and vanilla. Then the woman pushed again and Thea tumbled back into a nightmare that was not her own—

The fire burns hot and fast, scorching through the small house and crumbling it all to ash. And Thea is a silent spectator, watching the scene unfold.

She is standing at the tree line next to her mother.

The night falls, and the embers burn like sparkling stars in the rubble.

Still, her mother stands watch.

The fire burns itself out. The trucks and sirens and men and women disperse. The moon rises, cold and smelling of ash.

Her mother sucks in a breath, filled with relief.

Thea sucked in a breath and hunched over on her knees. She knew what happened next. Her father and her holed up in the tiny run-down motel for weeks as the police crawled over the house. They determined it was arson. That Thea’s mother burned to death. The end—

She doesn’t want to leave. Her heart is cracking open in her chest as she steps back, but it is worth it, she would do anything to keep her girl from being raised in the dark, underneath the earth, where she’ll never know love.

Thea is safe, because they still don’t know of her existence.

They can never know of her existence.

She leaves town.

She drives until she knows that she is far enough away for this next part. The part she has been afraid of and kept hidden for years while she pretended at having a normal life, a happy life.

Thea watches as her mother plucks a small pair of sewing snips from her purse. She presses them to her inner wrist, opening up a sliver of skin until pearls of blood bead along her porcelain wrist.

“Abro,” she whispers.

Her mother steps into the Labyrinth.

Thea shook free from the woman’s hand. “That’s not what happened,” she whispered. “You died in that fire. Dad told me. You’re just…you’re just twisting my memories.”

“You have no memories of that fire,” Aeloria prodded. “You never watched me leave. You never knew what came next.”

“So you made it up. Stuck it in my brain or something, I don’t know—”

“If they had found me,” Aeloria said softly, “they would have killed me for daring to leave Sanctuary with my magic intact. If they had found you, they would have stolen you away and raised you as one of their magicians. They would have brainwashed you into killing everything that stood in your way. Up to and including me.”

It couldn’t be possible. “I can’t…” Thea stammered. “If that’s…if that’s true—” She choked on the words, disbelief clawing inside her chest. “If that’s true, then you faked your own death rather than stay with us. And then you abandoned us. Left us there to rot in Barren’s Peak?”

Aeloria shook her head. “You’re not listening,” she chided. “I did it for your own good. To save you.”

Anger rushed up Thea’s throat, like bile. She looked down at the sword in front of her. The hilt was wrapped in gray leather, but the blade was gorgeous, made of the same rippling black as the dagger she’d picked up.

Don’t touch the weapons, Oliver had told her. But she’d slain the minotaur with the dagger, and she was fine.

She wanted to lift the sword high above her head and bring it crashing down again to make this all stop.

Instead, she found herself reaching for the chain around her neck, fingers clutching tight around the ring. The seven stars pressed imprints into her thumb. “But they found me anyway,” she accused. “So, it was all for nothing.”

Aeloria’s eyes had hooked on her throat, widening at the sight of the ring. “Where did you get that?” she asked.

Thea’s eyes narrowed. “Why don’t you go digging around in my memories some more, figure it out.”

For the first time, she seemed completely unguarded. Like if Thea was fast enough, now she could take her down with the sword lying in the grass.

Thea swallowed, the promise of answers more alluring than the promise of violence. She forced her eyes back to Aeloria. “It was one of the only things Dad found after the house burned down. In a chest of drawers, buried in the back. Everything else had gone to ash. This didn’t. He gave it to me six months ago.”

One of Aeloria’s hands went to her throat. “That’s how,” she uttered in disbelief. “That’s how they found you. How they tracked you.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Thea asked.

“Do you know why they give magicians their rings?” she asked, fingers twirling in her own silver chain.

Thea thought back to Oliver, slicing open Cal’s palm and throwing them into this nightmare. To Cal, standing near the barns, the moonlight catching in the curls of his hair. The ring thick around his finger. “I don’t know, to channel magic or something?” Thea guessed.

“They tell us that. That they are tools.” She dropped her hand back to her side, fingers clawing into a fist. “It’s quite a ceremony within Sanctuary, receiving your ring. A celebration of accomplishments. Every magician wears theirs with pride. What they don’t say is that with a bit of blood and a little spell work, the things become beacons. The Council can check up on any magician anywhere around the world.” Her eyes landed on the ring Thea was still twisting in her fingers. “That way they know who is loyal.”

“This was your…” Thea swallowed. Tried again. “That makes no sense. If that was true, if they could track this, why would you keep it?”

Aeloria’s lips curled into a dark scowl. “The ring is only activated by blood,” she said. “And it was meant to be destroyed in that fire. If they found it there, they’d know I was dead. No magician ever parts with their ring willingly. And without my blood to activate it, it would have been useless. But of course your father…” Her eyes softened incrementally, but her mouth tightened, barely concealed frustration evident. “Always the romantic. I should have known he’d scour the house for anything worth keeping. I should have known it couldn’t be destroyed that easily.”

“But even without the ring, how could they not suspect my existence?” Thea asked incredulously. “If you were off running away because they discovered you again, how stupid would they be not to, I don’t know, search the area for your family.”

“They did,” she said.

Thea stared at her.

“Magicians,” Aeloria sighed, “all have specialties. Your boys? The bigger one seems to have a penchant for transformation. The other? Hard to tell. He’s a little like us, you know. Jaded. Hunted. Worth something to our side if he’s willing. Easy enough to exterminate if not.”

Thea couldn’t help the shiver that passed through her. She already knew that Oliver hated the magicians and wanted nothing to do with them, but hearing her mother talk about him like he was nothing more than a moving piece on a chessboard, something to be used or discarded, was chilling. “And you?” she asked, even though she’d already guessed.

“I work in nightmares and daydreams. In memories.”

“Like what you were just doing to my head.”

Aeloria nodded. “Pulling threads up like that is basic. I can get much more complex about it. Like planting ideas. Coaxing them to grow.”

“You’re not making a great case for why I should believe you right now,” Thea snapped. “If you want me to trust you, maybe don’t admit to being able to brainwash people.”

“You trust me because you know it’s true. You’ve seen magicians in action. You know the impossible is possible. The Council didn’t find you because the Council was convinced you didn’t exist. Until six months ago.”

“But I—”

“When you were given the ring. Then started spellcasting.”

“I…what?” It was too much information at once, and she…she couldn’t…The backs of her ears were growing hot, her face was flushing even though the setting sun had ushered in a chill. She wasn’t spellcasting. She didn’t even know what magicians were until two days ago, this was—

“You used your blood,” her mother said. “It was probably accidental, but enough to activate the ring and catch their attention. They would have gathered their resources. Sent a scout ahead. Someone to watch, to report back, to make sure it wasn’t a false alarm.”

“I…” Cal, she thought, a wash of bitterness crawling up her throat. Cal was stationed there to watch her; he’d practically admitted as much. But he’d arrived six months ago. And she…she wasn’t spellcasting six months ago, she wasn’t doing anything but working, and studying, and hitting up the occasional barn party where…

Where she’d stepped straight on a rusty nail in that awful barn, and it went through her shoe, and Ember had sat her down and tried to bandage her up again. And Max had pushed a bottle of whiskey in her hands and told her to drink. And she did, because she was having a terrible week, and soon the red Solo cups came out and she was matching him shot for shot.

Where he passed out, blackout drunk, but she walked away, not feeling any different at all, because Ember had replaced her drink with something else, but she swore she didn’t, and what if…

Thea’s stomach clenched, her breath clumped in her throat, and it was suddenly hard to breathe.

Cal had shown up two days after that.

And six months later, dozens of fairies descended on her in the barn, slicing through her, but she walked away unscathed. She’d thought it had been Cal healing her, but…

Then she’d picked up a dagger, fought a minotaur, was swarmed by thousands of flesh-eating sprites, and every time she walked away.

Aeloria was studying her, nodding along as though Thea’s face was proof of everything she claimed. “You’re a healer,” she said. “Your body is constantly regenerating tissue. It’s not a specialty that’s common to the magicians. It’s definitely not one they want running loose.”

“It’s just like Oliver said,” Thea whispered. “They sent Cal for me.”

“And after he confirmed that they had a rogue magician on their hands, the kill squad would have come next.”

Time stopped. All Thea could think was Cal saying, “It would not come to that,” and Oliver, who refused to believe him.

“That is if you’re lucky. If they find out you are a healer? It’s worse,” her mother warned. “There is no quick death for healers. They will capture you, and they will put you in a cell where the Council will spend the rest of your life sucking you dry of every bit of magic you possess.”

“Why?” Thea managed to whisper.

“Because you are powerful enough to destroy them. And they can’t have that.”

Thea shuddered, her palms slick with sweat. She wanted to leave this place. Find the boys, go back home, and prove to Cal that they needed to run.

But Oliver had spent a lifetime trying to convince Cal that he was wrong. There was no changing his mind. He would call the Council down the second they got out of the Labyrinth.

She would have no chance.

“What am I supposed to do?” Thea whispered.

A wisp of a smile danced in Aeloria’s eyes. “First, you need to pick up that sword.”
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CHAPTER 37

THEA

Thea stared at the blade in the grass.

The hilt was wrapped in dirty cotton fabric that Aeloria had clung to carefully. Thea considered that. Her mother couldn’t pick up the weapons either, just like Cal and Oliver. Like all the other magicians.

Except for Thea.

“It won’t hurt you,” her mother said. “Healers are the only magicians who can use it.”

“What if I don’t want to hurt anyone?”

Her mother leaned against the minotaur statue with a frown. She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it again, brow furrowed in thought. “Listen carefully, because we are running out of time.” She waited for Thea to give a sharp nod, then began.

“There was always Labyrinth and Earth, Earth and Labyrinth, a place for dreams and a place for dreamers, a place for dreamers and a place for dreams. It is not all monsters here. Far from it. Creatures in this place are born of stardust, taking shape in the pockets of in-between.

“In the beginning, the barrier was thin enough to pass through without effort. Dragons swam in Earth’s oceans, kings traveled through the Labyrinth’s endless night. The stories still exist. Arthur and his magical sword, drawn from the belly of a stone that lies on this side. Loki, born from the giants of the Labyrinth, trickster on Earth. Humans and their oral tradition have always been capturing characters and molding them to be more palatable.”

Her mother cleared her throat. “The Labyrinth needed the humans, to feed on their dreams,” she continued. “To grow and blossom on impossibilities. But humans wanted more magic, and more, and they are wont to conquer. Bred to kill. And so, the Labyrinth began to feed on their bloody nightmares too, until it was changed, breeding monsters to rival man. The humans fought for corners of the Labyrinth, breaking off shadows, pulling magic from the ground. Until they’d formed their own faction. Created their own base within the world of magic. And began to steal it for themselves.”

Thea’s throat had tightened enough that it was impossible to speak. She swore she could smell lavender. And deep down was the terrifying fear that she knew what came next.

“These humans grew bold in their power. They contorted the Labyrinth around themselves, burrowing so deep nothing could remove them. They captured dreams, snared creatures and beasts in traps made of lavender and iron. They murdered them, drinking the black blood of their brothers and sisters until it ran thick in their veins. Until they were more magic than human, until they were more monster than man.

“Do you know where Sanctuary is, Thea?”

She could only bring herself to shake her head.

“It’s here,” Aeloria said. “Deep within the Labyrinth. A city built on lies, full of magicians intent on taking over both worlds. You understand, don’t you? War is coming. And the Labyrinth needs all the heroes we can find.”

“You want me to stop the magicians,” Thea said. She gestured toward the blade. “With this.”

“No.”

Thea blinked at her, confusion rearing up.

“There are a few of us still on the outside,” Aeloria said. “Those banished, like your friend. I want you to get out of here and I want you to join them. And when the time comes?” Her green eyes were bright and fervent. “We are going to storm Sanctuary and you will help us kill them all.”

A cracking sound came from their left, followed by the bucking of the earth. Both she and Aeloria stumbled, Thea falling to her knees next to the sword, Aeloria barely catching herself on the hoof of the minotaur.

Thea whirled around, looking desperately for the source of the noise, but there was nothing but dizzying gray closing in on her from all sides. The strange nothingness she’d seen earlier, fuzzing her vision and making her nauseous, was getting closer. Another crash from her right, and the statue of the faun cracked straight down the center and toppled forward.

She reached forward, grabbing the hilt of the sword.

Instead of being too heavy to lift, it easily accommodated her grip, somehow perfectly balanced to her despite its enormous size. And just like the dagger, it wasn’t eating through her skin, only leaving a steady warmth where the palm of her hands met the hilt of the sword. “What’s happening?” she yelled, as the earth roiled under her feet.

She stumbled forward, but her mother kept her balance perfectly, eyes narrowed and fixed on the horizon. “Magicians,” she snarled. “Took them long enough.” She looked back to Thea. “Give me the ring.”

“But—”

“The ring!”

Thea’s hands were at her throat, unclasping the chain. Pulling the piece of silver from her throat should have felt like a betrayal, but all she could feel was anger.

Aeloria snatched it from her hands and stomped it under her foot. “Now go!” she yelled.

“What?” Thea screeched. “I find out that you’ve been in hiding for a decade because of these people, and now you’re going to push me away?” The sword wasn’t heavy, but it was still starting to shake in her grip as her body fought for control. Another wave of trembling quivered through the ground, and an ominous humming began, a swarm of bees in her ears. In the distance, the sky started to flicker and warp.

“I’ll find you again,” her mother shouted. “But right now, you need to go.”

The earth lurched under her feet, and Thea watched with horror as the sky began to rip, pulling apart, leaving shredded holes of nothingness. “How?” she yelled, fighting to keep her balance.

“Your blood will open doors, the same as theirs!” Aeloria yelled.

Thea didn’t need to spin to hear the crashing and tumbling of stone fall from another one of the statues. The gray was pressing in faster now, eating up the horizon. Cloudy mist clutched at her feet and wrists, reminiscent of the sprites that had pulled her down.

In the spaces between the nothingness, a half-dozen portals opened in the statuary, gleaming purple and blue.

“Get out of here!” Aeloria shouted. Her eyes were chips of hard emerald as she turned away from Thea.

“Mom.” Cold sweat slicked down her back, and her stomach was in her throat. She didn’t want to go. She couldn’t go, not with the heavy weight of everything Aeloria had told her expanding in her lungs, thick and wet like cement. “Mom!”

Aeloria didn’t look at her again, only drew up, strong, and confident, and every bit the warrior Thea wished she were. She stumbled back, acid on her tongue as she dragged the sword up in front of her. “Abro,” Thea gasped, digging her finger against the blade and pressing blood to the flank of the minotaur.

Nothing happened. She looked around wildly, watching the portals widen as three shadowy figures stepped through.

“ABRO!“ she screamed, throwing her body against the stone.

It ripped wide apart, a doorway to a galaxy of stars, spattered in clumps of seven, a thousand swirls of the Labyrinth stamped upon the heavens. “Mom,” she panted, turning back toward Aeloria. “Come with me—”

Her mother shoved her, and Thea tumbled, the mossy graveyard falling away as sparkling stars swallowed her whole.
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CHAPTER 38

OLIVER

The valley stretched below them, green and lush, all fruiting trees and bright birdsong, the first they’d heard since being down in this horrible place. It should have been something worth celebrating. Instead, Oliver looked upon it with nervousness, his burned hand held awkwardly at his side, impending doom settling like a stone in his stomach. “This feels wrong,” he said.

“It is wrong,” Callum said. “But we don’t have another option.”

“We could turn around. Find another path.”

“There isn’t another path.”

That was true enough. Ever since they’d crawled through the portal Aeloria had opened, there had only been one option—up, surrounded by rock and smoggy clouds—until now, where they stood at a precipice, looking down into a perfect valley of dreams.

It was absolutely a trap.

Callum swallowed, like he was about to be sick. There was dried blood carving a line from his temple to his jaw—presumably from where he’d smacked his head against the table when Aeloria first immobilized him. His leather jacket hung loose on his frame, like he’d somehow managed to lose ten pounds in only a couple of days. The cuffs were stained with mud and probably more blood—remnants from every time he’d sliced himself open and cast spells to save them all.

And why?

Why save Oliver now?

Burning heat surged through Oliver, flaming up his cheeks and ears as he remembered Callum’s revelation in the cabin.

I turned you in.

He couldn’t stop twisting the awful words over and over in his mind. The awful defeat in Callum’s voice, but the thread of certainty that still ran through it all. Oliver had no doubt in his mind that, faced with the same choice, Callum would do it again. It was all he knew: obeisance to the Council. It was unfair of Oliver to expect more, not when Callum had never once strayed from Sanctuary’s teachings.

Didn’t stop the prickling despair that snarled in his chest, sprouting thorns with every breath. “She wouldn’t lie,” Oliver forced out, desperate to believe it true. “She wouldn’t. So is that…is Topside the Heart?” He chewed his lower lip. “It almost makes sense. Hide the Heart within something already familiar to magicians? Like a…calling card?”

Callum’s head tilted, considering. “We should head for the center,” he concluded. “There.” He pointed, one finger crooking toward a tiny sandbar in the midst of the sparkling stream. As Oliver stared, he realized it really was the exact center of the valley. The expanse below them spread in a perfect circle, every feature with a mirrored partner on the other side of an imaginary center line. And the sandbar sat perched in the middle, one drab landmark surrounded by sparkling color.

A ghost of memory tugged at his brain. Oliver tried to snag it but could only make out the briefest nostalgia. A perfectly ripe peach, juice dripping down his chin. The sound of Callum’s laughter. An imperfect sky stretching above them, false sun shining down. The faint smell of rot that permeated the air. The inevitable return to Sanctuary after every visit, where even the false sun didn’t shine. “I don’t want to go back there,” Oliver whispered.

“I can barely stand,” Callum said. “We can’t fight anything, not like this. We have to get to a Heart, open a portal, and get home.”

A breeze lilted by them, carrying the sickly-sweet smell of rotting fruit.

Peaches.

“Oliver,” Callum prodded.

Shaking his head, Oliver pulled himself to the present, ignoring the call of the magic twisting inside of him. “Onward,” he said, setting off down the cobblestones, following the switchback as it cut around the mountain. “To comfortable beds, and fresh water. To biscuits and gravy.”

“Disgusting.”

“Let me guess, you long for Sanctuary porridge.”

Callum grunted.

“You have no idea how good biscuits and gravy is until you’ve hit every truck stop in North America. Sits like a rock in your stomach.”

“Sounds delightful.”

“Totally delightful. We’re going as soon as we’re back.”

“I’d rather take a nap.”

“Fair. Nap first, biscuits and gravy second.”

“Nap first, report to the Council second,” Callum said solemnly.

Just like that, the banter vanished, and Oliver could feel his grin fading.

“We have to,” Callum coaxed. “The Labyrinth…it’s growing. You can see that as well as I can. That town is in direct danger. We need help.”

Oliver scoffed. “I don’t deny that. I’d just prefer to not be around when the Council comes to call. You know. Last time going so well, and all.” Try as he might, he couldn’t quite manage to keep the venom from his voice.

Callum looked anguished. “So you’ll run? Again?”

Blistering disappointment washed up the back of Oliver’s throat. Run. What else was he supposed to do when Callum had made it perfectly clear that he had no intention of stepping in on Oliver’s behalf? “They’ll kill me,” he said. “Please tell me you understand that?”

Callum just shook his head and kept walking.

It was almost night again by the time they finally reached the bottom of the mountain, the sickly sun setting on the horizon. Both moons were already on the rise, dim in the setting sun but growing brighter by the minute.

The cobblestone path ended at the base of the mountain, and now that they didn’t have the advantage of height, it was impossible to see through the trees to where the stream lay.

Oliver wiped an arm across his brow, mopping up sweat from the long hike down. “Where next?” he asked.

As if on cue, dozens of lights flickered into existence, floating up and hovering at eye level. Will-o’-the-wisps, ready to guide them, so similar to the little ball of light Callum had willed into being as they left the lair of the minotaur.

Sweat prickled along the back of Oliver’s neck, and he dabbed at that too, shifting uneasily. As perfect lines of fruit trees extended before them and the ever-permeating smell of sickly-sweet rot saturated the air, he found that he wanted nothing less than to follow a group of magical dancing lights.

Callum didn’t seem to have such reservations. He took off, stalking purposely through the trees without a word, full of the same kind of confidence he’d exuded at the beginning of the trip.

Because they had no choice.

Oliver followed at his heels, forcing himself forward through utter exhaustion. His legs screamed with fatigue. His ribs ached from where the tentacled monster had dragged him down, and his lungs still burned from the half-drowning. And somewhere in the distance, a fragment of song, the whisper of words that scratched uselessly at Oliver’s brain, the meaningless syllables sparking some sort of nostalgia in him.

“Wait.” Callum pulled to a sudden stop. “Do you see that?”

Oliver tried to see past the soft glow of the will-o’-the-wisps.

There, in the next row of trees, a shimmering golden line had appeared. It crawled up the trunk of one tree and darted to the next, leaving the smell of burning wood in its wake. The glow grew larger. Callum had frozen in front of him, his hand outstretched like he was about to cast a spell despite having no razor blade to draw blood. Oliver stood uselessly, clutching his fists at his sides as dread pooled at his feet and raw magic burned in his gut.

They couldn’t fight.

They had nothing left to give.

The glow grew, a rectangular shape eating away at the shadows of the trees. It shimmered for a long moment, then dissolved, giving way to an endless expanse of sparkling stars. A figure stumbled out, the twin moons lighting her in soft purple.

“Thea,” Oliver breathed.

Callum’s mouth had dropped open, surprise and disbelief warring for dominance over his features as she stepped through the portal.

Mud clung to her blonde braids and flannel shirt, blood clumped underneath her nails. “Oh,” Thea said, face forming some unreadable expression. “You’re…you’re alive.”

Her fingers were wrapped around the hilt of an enormous sword.

The same enormous sword Oliver had rescued from a magical lake.

“Oh,” Oliver repeated, giving a hoarse laugh. “So are you?”

Thea looked down at the sword in her hands. “Looks like it,” she said. Her eyes flicked up, catching on Callum first, then back to Oliver.

She looked wary of them both. Oliver was desperate to know where she’d been, what she’d seen, how she was still alive—

Thea cleared her throat, then drew herself up tall. The light from the portal illuminated her body, casting an otherworldly glow. She looked dangerous like this. Like the only thing missing was the crown of a queen.

Her green eyes steady, she asked, “Who’s ready to go home?”
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CHAPTER 39

OLIVER

Oliver couldn’t keep staring at Thea, so his gaze dropped back to the sword, eyes impossibly wide as confusion twisted in his chest like knives. “Where did you get that?” he asked.

Thea’s fingers tightened ever so slightly around the hilt. “Found it,” she stated. “Fun fact: That little don’t-touch-the-weapons rule doesn’t actually apply to me.”

“You’re alive,” Callum said, finally speaking. “How…you’re…you’re alive.”

Thea shot him a cutting glance. “All I know is I got sucked down into the earth by a bunch of sprites, then popped out the other side to a creepy garden filled with statues. Walked around a while. Kind of figured that was it, I was as good as dead, then…” Her mouth zipped closed and her brows drew together, like she was considering her next words very carefully. “I found this lying on the ground,” she finally said. “Picked it up, slashed my way through a statue, and here I am.” She shrugged. “Do you all have any water? Please tell me you have water.”

“We have zero water,” Oliver mumbled, still watching the sword. The slivered moons caused the metal on it to look like it was warping in front of his eyes. Somewhere nearby, Thea was talking about wherever she’d been for the last day, but he couldn’t look away from the patterns emerging on the steel—looping curves, twisting eyelets. The air around them felt charged with supernatural electricity. The tips of his fingers twitched, the palms of his hands burned, the flare of pain from the last time he’d gripped that hilt flashing back through his memory.

“…so I opened a doorway that apparently led to you guys,” Thea finished, drawing his attention back to her. “Turns out you were right. I’ve got some magic after all.”

Something about the way she said it made Oliver’s breath catch in his throat. He stiffened, eyeing her carefully. But Thea just caught his eye and gave him a tiny jerk of her head.

Don’t ask, it seemed to say. Just drop it.

He opened his mouth to press her, but she beat him to the punch.

“I know you’re kind of a lost cause at the moment,” she said to Callum, “but I’m pretty sure I can get us home.”

Oliver’s chest constricted at that thought. He didn’t know why—couldn’t pinpoint the reaction as being based in any sort of normal emotion—just knew that this all felt too easy. And that he definitely didn’t want that sword anywhere near him.

“We just need to get to the sandbar,” he said cautiously. “We’re pretty sure the Heart is at the center.”

Thea hummed in agreement, then held out her free arm. Callum latched onto it, leaning against her and allowing her to support his steps. The pair shuffled forward, Thea holding the enormous blade at the ready, something that should have been an impossible feat for her stature but that she made look easy.

It wasn’t necessary.

No monsters appeared. The breeze rustled around them, stirring up the smell of overripe fruit and summer. And the will-o’-the-wisps danced around their bodies, leading them joyously on until they stepped out from the last of the trees to the bank of a glittering river.

“We’re here,” Cal said.

Oliver could have cried.

In the middle of the river was the sandbar they’d seen from the top of the mountain. Now, the water had receded enough to expose it as a peninsula, an extension of the land they stood. All they had to do was follow the bank of the river around. Like a snail’s shell.

Except even as they stood, barriers were growing from the sand, white bricks materializing out of nothing to line the entire path in stone walls easily two stories high. Oliver craned his neck, trying to see to the top, but it was like the ruins of a castle had been dropped straight in front of them. There was no longer any easy path straight through. Not even a simple spiral.

No, now they were stuck walking the halls of an actual Labyrinth, struggling to find the center. Just like Theseus with his ball of yarn.

“It’s just protection,” Callum told them. “The magicians have Hearts all throughout the Labyrinth, but they wouldn’t be good safe havens if monsters could get in easily.”

“They wouldn’t be good safe havens if all the magicians died trying to get into them, either,” Oliver pointed out.

Callum didn’t say anything else, which was a win in Oliver’s book.

They let Thea go first, sword in front to defend them against anything else that might appear. Callum went last, insisting that he was strong enough to protect them if something came from behind. And Oliver stayed in between, one eye on Callum, trying to make sure he didn’t fall over, the other pinned on Thea. Something about her was different.

You did abandon her to a thousand monsters, he thought. That would make anyone paranoid and angry.

Except she wasn’t paranoid, or angry. Just…different. Quieter. Older. Like she’d found her footing in this world.

Water lapped along the path, sometimes spilling over far enough to be wicked up by the canvas of Oliver’s tennis shoes. He frowned. It didn’t make sense for there to be a tidal system within a river, but there was no doubt about it—the farther they walked, the higher the water rose, leaking in through cracks in the stone walls.

“Guys.”

Oliver looked up to find Thea paused, one hand reaching up to point at a block high above her head. He stepped forward, rising on the balls of his toes to get a better look.

Scratched into the stone was a simple circle, a divot the size of a fist. Oliver frowned. “Secret door?” he asked, then pressed his fingers against it.

Nothing happened.

“We have to keep going,” Callum murmured, coming up behind him.

The path angled from the stone, the first sign of the passageway not being perfectly circular. Thea set her shoulders and kept on, eyes fully focused on what lay ahead. Callum followed her. Oliver studied the mark one more time. It was perfectly circular, far too even to be a blemish of the stone.

“Oliver!” Callum yelled.

Shaking his head, he shuffled forward, trying to catch up without splashing water everywhere.

Ten minutes passed before they came to the next stone, this one set closer to Thea’s line of vision. She paused again, brow furrowed as she studied it. One circle at the bottom right corner, the same as the first stone. The next a few inches northwest. A thin curve was etched between the two.

“It has to mean something,” Thea said.

Cal hummed in agreement. Oliver looked between the two, irritation flaring.

The third block was only a few minutes from that one, this with three dots, each connected by another curved line.

Thea smacked a hand against the stone. “The mark,” she said. “Each stone adds a star.”

“Magicians,” Callum agreed.

This time, Oliver was the first to move. “Great,” he said. “Four more to go. Magician hidey-hole, here we come. Now let’s get the hell out of here before something eats us.”

As if in response, a stream of water began to trickle down the cracks in the rocks.

“See?” Oliver muttered, splashing forward. “It’s always another damn trial.”

The next three waypoints added a dot apiece, proving Thea’s theory that the walls were marked with the sign of the magicians. By the fourth, they’d stopped pausing to stare at each one. By the sixth, the water was to their knees.

The current was starting to pick up, tugging at Oliver’s legs and causing him to stumble his way down the path. He kept throwing his good arm up, catching himself on the rough stone, knowing full well that if the water managed to get much deeper, he was going to be forced to swim.

And after his last experience…

His stomach twisted, brain suddenly going haywire. Water was capable of hiding all sorts of fun little nightmares. What else was down here with them? Another man-eating kraken?

They rounded the corner, and Oliver heaved a sigh of relief as they were spat out into a small cave. The water rushed around them, churning like a living, breathing entity. But at the room’s center sat a large, obsidian island rising out of the river.

“The Heart,” Callum breathed, rushing forward until his hands caught on the lip of the stone. Despite his exhaustion, he managed to haul himself up with practiced ease and hold out a hand for Thea. She shook her head and pushed the sword up first, then grabbed on to the stone, waited for the rushing current of water to buoy her forward, and rode that to the top.

A burst of water shoved Oliver forward, and he grabbed for the stone with his one free hand. Callum caught him, hauling hard, but his bad hand smacked into the side and the pain rattled in Oliver’s teeth, bursting white behind his eyes. He groaned, rolling toward the center of the rock as Callum hauled him the rest of the way in.

When Oliver finally got himself back under control, he pushed himself up to find Callum standing at the center of the stone staring up, and Thea standing next to him staring down. Above Callum’s head, the stone etching was complete: seven stars, connected by a galaxy of swirling, graceful lines. At Thea’s feet, the same marking again.

Her hair was plastered to her head now, braids dripping water to the stone. Her face looked as tired as Oliver felt, but there was none of the relief painting her features that he felt welling up inside his chest. Only a steady determination, and a quiet energy that filled Oliver with a sort of nervous premonition.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Her head finally swung up to look at him, and a smile tugged at her lips. “Fantastic,” she said, all trace of that eerie calm gone. “I’m going to sleep in a real bed. I’m going to eat real food!”

Callum was still looking up at the ceiling. The fingers of his right hand twisted an imaginary ring around his left ring finger.

The water had stilled around them, lapping quietly at the stone island but not rising any farther.

“Let me open the portal,” Thea stated, looking at both boys.

“Are you sure about that?” Oliver asked. “I mean, you just started down this whole magical path with no training. It kind of takes a lot out of you.”

She looked at Callum, something flickering behind her eyes. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about me,” she said softly.

Then, before Oliver could stop her, she opened a line on her palm with the edge of the sword. Blood ran freely down her wrist, but she didn’t wince as she reached up, pressing the palm of her hand to the low ceiling.

Thea smiled. “Abro Earth.”
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CHAPTER 40

THEA

A slit appeared in the rock, the fabric of the Labyrinth reality tearing down the middle, revealing a perfectly blue sky. Hot sunlight spilled around them, filling Thea with a buttery warmth that she hadn’t felt in days. Next to her, Oliver gave a wet gasp like he was about to start sobbing.

She should feel the same.

She should want to cry with relief, get down on her hands and knees and bawl, take her hand off the cold, dark stone and jump out of this awful nightmare.

Instead, she couldn’t stop staring at the mark at her feet, a thick sense of wrongness pressing in on all sides. The water had started churning again, black waves splashing up on all sides of them as it rose high enough to slosh over the lip of stone.

“Oliver,” Cal called, staring in shock at the portal like he only just now recognized that she was as capable as he was. “Go.”

“I’ll go last. You two—”

“I’ll be last,” Thea interrupted. “Without me, there’s no portal. Go, Oliver. I’ll get him through.”

Oliver looked like he wanted to argue again; he always looked like he wanted to argue. “Oliver.”

He pushed himself up to his feet. “Okay,” he said softly, stepping forward into the pool of sunlight. He looked at Cal, and reached forward for a second, like he wanted to grasp the other boy’s hand. Instead, his hand dropped to his side, fingers flexing. “Hurry,” he said simply.

Cal nodded.

Oliver stepped forward, body warping as the sunlight drew him out of the darkness. The portal shimmered, and soon he was nothing but a shape beyond it, standing on the other side of the barrier, unable to get back without a magician.

She pulled her hand back, finally. Blood was dripping down, pooling in the crease of her elbow, but before her eyes, the wound was already closing easily. It was nothing like the slow, painful knitting together of Cal’s skin when he cast a spell.

“You go,” Cal was saying to her. “I’ll be right behind you. I just need to know that you get through okay.”

Ever the stoic hero. Thea didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She knew he wasn’t like the ones coming for her mother, the ones coming for her. He wasn’t a murderer. He wasn’t evil.

He was just a boy who’d grown up in darkness. He’d never known any different, and he would always be too afraid to say no.

That didn’t make it okay.

Thea stepped in front of the portal, blocking Cal from the light, a horrible sadness blooming in her chest as one hand still gripped the hilt of the sword. “You’ll call the Council, once you’re on Earth,” she said.

“I have to,” he started. “I can’t close the barrier on my own. They need to be informed.” He looked down at his hands. The leather jacket was burned and singed now, and in many places, Thea could see through to his blood-stained skin. He was right that he was in no shape to do anything by himself.

“How long did you know?” she asked.

Cal’s eyes crinkled in confusion. “What?”

“How long did you know I was one of you?” she asked. “See, Oliver? He knew the second he saw me. Pressed me for answers in that library. He made no effort to hide exactly what he thought of me. But you…” She looked up at him, desperately wanting an answer she knew was impossible. “When we kissed, that first time? Did you know?”

The line of his throat bobbed as he swallowed.

“Before that?” Thea pressed. “The very first time we met? Was it like Oliver said? Did you come to town only for me?”

Cal’s face fell. “It wasn’t like that,” he said. “I didn’t mean for anything to happen between us, you were just…I was so…”

“Lonely,” she stated. “You were lonely. And I was there. Nothing more.”

“It wasn’t like that,” he repeated miserably.

“Callum,” she said, his full name feeling wrong and formal on her lips. “How long did you know?”

He grimaced. “Before I met you,” he said lowly. “It was an assignment from the Council. Watch you. Wait for any evidence of magic usage. If I saw any, report it.” He paused, eyes full of pain.

The ache in her chest flowered, roots unfurling and burrowing even deeper. “But you still kissed me,” she said.

He shook his head. “Thea, the assignment doesn’t mean anything. The Council won’t do anything to you. They won’t hurt you; they’ll want to train you. Just trust me, they need you. This isn’t over. They need everyone they can get to fight!”

Thea stepped up close to him. Just like the party, she looped a hand around the back of Cal’s neck and rose up on the balls of her feet. She didn’t wait for his nod this time, just pressed her lips to his, riding out this last, desperate hope.

This last, desperate goodbye.

“We can talk about this once we’re through,” Cal whispered against her lips. “Oliver is out there, we need to go.”

And when the time comes? Aeloria had said. You will help us kill them all.

Thea pulled away first, watching him sadly. “I’m sorry,” she said.

Then she buried the blade in his side.

Cal’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to scream, but nothing came out, only a wheezing gasp. He stumbled, falling to his knees. The sword slid free easily, and he pressed his fingers against his side, already wet with blood. “Why?” he managed.

“I’m sorry,” Thea whimpered. Heart in her throat, she knelt down beside him and reached for his hand. Cal tried to back away from her, but there was nowhere else to go—the water rushed around the stone, licking up the sides, ready to swallow anyone who fell.

Thea saw it in his eyes, the moment he knew with wholehearted certainty that she was going to push.

She didn’t.

Behind her, the portal flickered. Oliver’s shadow was fading with every breath she took. It was already closing, and she had no intention of reopening it again. “I’m so sorry,” she said again.

Cal was trying to haul himself up to his feet, but he only made it to his knees before he toppled back to the ground again. His blood smeared the obsidian beneath his hands, the metallic scent of copper thick enough to taste.

Thea scrambled back, turning to the fading portal.

“Thea, please,” Cal groaned.

If she looked back, then she’d let herself forget what he was, and how easily he could destroy her. So she didn’t look back. She couldn’t look back.

Thea LaGuerre walked through the portal into the sunlight, head held high, heart cracking down the middle as she stepped onto the bright green grass of the Barren’s Peak mountains.
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CHAPTER 41

THEA

“Where’s Callum?” Oliver demanded. His hair was sweat-drenched and stuck to his brow, his eyes widening with horror. “Thea, where is he?”

Thea’s chest heaved, her breath stuck in her throat. “The last trial,” she managed, gasping as she dragged the sword free of the closing earth. “There were…there were more monsters. I’m so sorry, Oliver.”

His face twisted as he looked at her, incredulity fading to terror as her words washed over him. “What are you talking about?” he asked. “What are you saying?”

“There was another minotaur, even bigger this time,” she lied, words springing to her lips with no effort at all. “I tried to fight, but Cal, he threw himself in front of it to give me a chance—”

“No,” Oliver breathed, then turned back toward the spot she’d come through. “Callum, please—”

“He’s gone,” Thea pleaded. She sank to her knees, dropping the sword to the grass. It didn’t fade, didn’t turn to ash, didn’t blow into nothingness.

Red blood stained the blade.

The last wavering mirage of the portal turned to grassy field as Oliver threw himself on the earth where the portal had been.

Tears prickled at her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said, watching the sunlight catch on the swirling designs of the blade. Her gaze fell to her hand, vision blurring as she flexed fingers that were also stained red with Cal’s blood.

Oliver screamed, falling to his knees and smashing his fists against the ground. “Abro Labyrint,” he screamed. “Abro. Abro!” His eyes were red, blood cutting tracks down his cheeks. He scrubbed at his face angrily, smearing it across his chin. “Why isn’t it working,” he begged. “Abro!”

She turned away, unable to look, and pushed herself back up to her feet.

The hot breeze of the Appalachian Mountains washed over her skin, bringing the smell of flowers and dirt. It smelled like Earth.

It no longer smelled like home.

Thea stumbled forward, coming to the crest of the hill and looking down over all of Barren’s Peak.

Far below, the tops of the houses used to cluster in dingy grays and reds and browns. Now, curls of thick smoke rose into the air, clogging the sky with ash. A faint breeze blew, and suddenly the simple scents of flower and dirt vanished, replaced by fire and death.

“Oliver,” Thea whispered, horror rising in her throat.

She took another step, hands clenched to fists at her sides. The sun beat down overhead, illuminating fields full of white flowers. An awful buzzing sound surrounded her, like cicadas but sharper.

A single bug flew up from the middle of a flower, flitting through the air and landing on her wrist. Thea looked down at the thing.

A shining black carapace. Sprinkled with puffs of yellow pollen. It crawled over her wrist, sniffing at her skin, then took off again, landing back on top of a flower with thousands of its brethren. “We need to move,” Thea murmured.

Oliver came over the top of the hill like a dead man, staggering forward with a keening sob. Dirt caked his face, blood still streaked across his skin. His hands were dusted with dirt, his shirt was stretched and torn. His face drained of all color as he came to stand by Thea, one hand clutched to his chest, the other pressed to his mouth in horror.

“The Labyrinth is free,” Thea said, too tired for anything else.

The buzzing reached a crescendo, and Thea looked up, watching thousands of death weevils rise from the perfect white petals and take flight toward the town.
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EPILOGUE

CALLUM

The soft lapping of water woke him first, the sound hitting against the cavern, echoing and bouncing all around as the river receded back down. Callum rolled over with a groan, pressing one hand to his side and gritting his teeth against the need to cry out.

He was weak. Shaking. His head was spinning so hard he thought he might be sick. The smell of blood was thick in the air.

I’m sorry, she’d said.

“Oliver?” His voice cracked, weak like everything else about him. His lips felt blistered. How long had he been lying here? “Oliver,” he tried again, even fainter this time.

No, Oliver had made it out. And Thea…she was right behind him…

Everything was fuzzy, thoughts coming to him syrupy slow.

Something splashed below him.

Callum tried to push himself up, but it hurt. Everything hurt so badly. Blood soaked through his shirt, and…

He had blood.

He had blood.

“Abro,” Callum panted, through clenched teeth.

Magic sparked in his chest, then fizzled out again. His hands balled to fists, and he squeezed his eyes closed, pressing his forehead hard against the cool stone. He could hear the sound of his heartbeat in his ears, fluttering and slow. Too slow.

Another splash from down below.

Callum’s eyes flew open.

The silence grew deafening around him, and he realized that the water had stopped moving. Everything had stopped moving.

Then movement, from the corner of his eye, far across the pedestal he lay on.

A shadow peeled away from the stone.

Callum watched its lean, craggy body as it crept down the cave wall, claws scraping along the rock. Another followed a parallel path, then another from farther up above.

Each hit the water with a splash.

He didn’t need to look over the side of the island he was trapped on to know that they were swimming toward the center. He forced himself up, pressed one hand against his side, threw the other up in front of his face like maybe, just maybe his magic would cooperate. “Abro,” he whimpered.

Once more, the magic sparked, the tiniest thread of heat traveling out through his fingers, but nothing happened. No door, no portal, no escape.

A chittering hiss filled the Heart as the mimics began to climb.

-END-
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