
        
            
                
            
        

    

[image: Book cover of ‘Divine Oaths’ by Elizabeth Agyemang. A quote by Nisha J. Tuli, USA Today bestselling author of ‘Trial of the Sun Queen’ reads “Dark academia fans, get ready for your newest obsession.” The cover image features the back of a black veil with a large moth positioned at the top. A partially obscured castle and a full moon appear in the background. An ornate arch with flowers frames the image.]




[image: Title page of ‘Divine Oaths’ by Elizabeth Agyemang published by ‘Requited,’ New York, Boston.]





This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2026 by Elizabeth Agyemang

Moth illustration © Yakubovich Ekaterina/Shutterstock.com

Cover art copyright © 2026 by Lindsey Carr. Cover design by Jenny Kimura.

Cover copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Interior design by Michelle Gengaro-Kokmen.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Requited

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

Requited.com

First Edition: September 2026

Requited™ is an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Chapter titles are pulled from lines in Shakespeare’s plays, sonnets, and poems, from Open Source Shakespeare, opensourceshakespeare.org.

Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil—” on p. 121 from Matthew 6:12, the Bible, New King James Version.

Requited books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Agyemang, Elizabeth author

Title: Divine oaths / Elizabeth Agyemang.

Description: First edition. | New York : Requited, 2026. | Summary: “A student with psychic abilities seeks answers at a prestigious university that has a dark past.” —Provided by publisher.

Identifiers: LCCN 2025054374 | ISBN 9780316601269 trade paperback | ISBN 9780316605816 trade paperback | ISBN 9780316601283 ebook

Subjects: LCGFT: Fantasy fiction | Fiction | Novels

Classification: LCC PS3601.G94 D58 2026

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025054374

ISBNs: 978-0-316-60126-9 (special edition trade paperback), 978-0-316-60581-6 (standard edition trade paperback), 978-0-316-60128-3 (ebook)

E3-20260722-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Chapter One: Vengeance in my heart, death in my hand

	Chapter Two: All ways do lie open

	Chapter Three: Doubt truth to be a liar

	Chapter Four: Thus with a kiss I die

	3 Months Later…

	Chapter Five: I defy you, stars

	Chapter Six: The omen coming

	Chapter Seven: If there were a sympathy in choice

	Chapter Eight: Journeys end in lovers meeting

	Chapter Nine: Roses have thorns

	Chapter Ten: Cousin, I charge you

	Chapter Eleven: We may be better strangers

	Chapter Twelve: Our doubts are traitors

	Chapter Thirteen: A skirmish of wit

	Chapter Fourteen: Kill the envious moon

	Chapter Fifteen: Some Cupid kills with arrows, some with traps

	Chapter Sixteen: What’s given freely

	Chapter Seventeen: Dreams may come

	Chapter Eighteen: What’s done cannot be undone

	Chapter Nineteen: All ways do lie open

	Chapter Twenty: No heart among you

	Chapter Twenty-One: And yet I see thee still

	Chapter Twenty-Two: What fates impose

	Chapter Twenty-Three: Long as my exile, sweet as my revenge

	Chapter Twenty-Four: Not one before another

	Chapter Twenty-Five: After every tempest come such calms

	Chapter Twenty-Six: The villainy of fears

	Chapter Twenty-Seven: Grief that does not speak

	Chapter Twenty-Eight: To die upon a kiss

	Chapter Twenty-Nine: I have thee not

	Chapter Thirty: We band of brothers

	Chapter Thirty-One: The evil that men do

	Chapter Thirty-Two: Something after death

	Chapter Thirty-Three: What is past is prologue

	Chapter Thirty-Four: Things without all remedy

	Chapter Thirty-Five: Then, I confess

	Chapter Thirty-Six: What’s past and what’s to come

	Chapter Thirty-Seven: For a muse of fire

	Chapter Thirty-Eight: Myself I’ll forfeit

	Chapter Thirty-Nine: The stars are fire

	Chapter Forty: What we may be

	Chapter Forty-One: Here I and sorrows sit

	Chapter Forty-Two: The ripest fruit first falls

	Chapter Forty-Three: Through nature to eternity

	Chapter Forty-Four: I will deny thee nothing

	Chapter Forty-Five: What fools these mortals be

	Chapter Forty-Six: Refuse thy name

	Chapter Forty-Seven: Shall my sister be

	Chapter Forty-Eight: Our revels now are ended

	Chapter Forty-Nine: Nature must obey necessity

	Chapter Fifty: Blood will have blood

	Chapter Fifty-One: Smile, and be a villain

	Chapter Fifty-Two: To seek the light of truth

	Chapter Fifty-Three: A madness most discreet

	Chapter Fifty-Four: The green-eyed monster

	Chapter Fifty-Five: We make guilty of our disasters

	Chapter Fifty-Six: Farewell the tranquil mind

	Chapter Fifty-Seven: These delicate creatures

	Chapter Fifty-Eight: Such sweet sorrow

	Chapter Fifty-Nine: Death will have his day

	Chapter Sixty: He that dies pays all debts

	Chapter Sixty-One: That which does not burn




	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author

	Praise for "Divine Oaths"






	Cover

	Table of Contents

	Dedication

	Title Page

	Start of Content

	Start of Backmatter

	Copyright





Page List


	iii

	iv

	v

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	370

	371

	372

	373

	374

	375







For the generations who lived before; may your 
stories be heard. May your legacy endure, never 
to be forgotten.






Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

Tap here to learn more.

[image: Requited logo]






CHAPTER ONE
Vengeance in my heart, death in my hand

ONCE AGAIN, I REGRETTED SHOWING up for my morning shift. It’s not that I was ungrateful. I liked window-shopping on the clock and perfecting my deadpan stare with customers at the register. But I’d only taken this job because it was in the most remote, neglected corner of Center City Mall—the kind of place most of Richmond’s college students wouldn’t be caught dead in.

Yet fate was cruel. And even after all these years, still, I couldn’t escape Westfield University.

“I told you. People want things from famous people. Not washed-up child stars.”

Gus leaned over the counter to examine the latest artifact I’d brought him: a two-piece matching set with adinkra symbols on it.

The wax print skirt was embellished with heart iconography whose mirrored, rounded edges swirled toward the center. Across every inch of the fabric, the heart pattern was infinite, its shape sprawling along the dark expanse of textiles that had been sewn together into the skirt. And for the top piece of the set, the symbol was repeated again, but this time as a bird with its head craned over, retrieving a nugget from its back.

Sankofa, it said. Learn from the past. Go back and retrieve it.

I’d been late because of this. Even though the mall and Gus’s Rare Artifacts Pawnshop was only two stops over from my apartment, my indecisiveness about selling the outfit had brought me here an hour past our usual morning openings. And by then, we already had customers.

There were three of them, all guys, all dressed in that insipid navy-and-green plaid blazer with Westfield’s lily emblem. They looped through the store, cracking jokes with arrogant voices, their laughter steeled with liquid courage from the silver flask they passed around.

Once upon a time, I’d longed to be a Westfield lily myself.

But that was in the past, before my powers manifested; a dream so scorched and burned that its fumes had left nothing but smoke and embers in the darkest parts of my memories.

And now here I was, selling the last remnants of my family and heritage for a few bucks while these elitist heirs from Westfield ransacked our store.

“Five hundred dollars,” I offered, trying to keep my attention from wandering back to them.

Gus laughed. “As if it’s worth half that much.”

“It’s traditional African wax print,” I said. “Ankara like this isn’t cheap to come by. Besides,” I added, “it’s the last thing I wore in public before the fire.”

The two-piece set, as mixed and matched as it was, had been a favorite of mine growing up—one that had belonged to my mother at one point, back when I was Baby Mozart.

At the time, piano was my first love. From the early age of four, I’d shown incredible aptitude for the instrument, and my parents saw an opportunity. It started with auditions that became well-paying performances, which turned into a whirlwind of publicity. I was no longer Sianna, but the “Baby Mozart” stage persona that articles hailed as the second coming of Hazel Scott and Wolfgang Amadeus—except, second-generation African.

So, from the age of five all the way to fourteen, I traveled the country and abroad with my parents. At some of my biggest shows, my mother had worn this very set while I’d performed for hundreds of thousands of people. Eventually, after my fame had dimmed, she’d passed it down to me.

I’d worn the set once—I was fourteen and appearing on yet another daytime talk show. Of course, I hadn’t quite grown into the set yet and wound up using safety pins to secure it. But as my hands graced the keys in front of an eager audience, I decided then and there that it would be my last performance in the entertainment world. I wanted to retire, to attend college, to do anything but parade as a show pony. That performance had come and gone, and it was only by chance that I hadn’t worn the printed set to my Westfield audition. Which meant that now, it was one of the few items I owned from my parents that didn’t remind me of tragedy.

“If you can’t sell it—but trust me, you will—I’ll buy it back. And yes, I know. You’ll upcharge for it,” I said, speaking the last bit in my low-pitched imitation of Gus’s voice. “I just need the money, Gus. Like, now. I know you paid me already last week, but this is an emergency. And when have I ever sold you anything you can’t make a buck off?”

On the other side of the store, one of the guys from Westfield separated from the group. He meticulously browsed the shelves of used merchandise, taking multiple swigs from the flask that was now in his possession. His tall frame and lean build made his drunken movements seem both careless and graceful. When he turned the corner and glanced in my direction, my heart raced and, despite myself, I couldn’t stop the flutter of wings in my chest.

He was handsome, dangerously so. Like the kind of guys who were plastered on high fashion magazines or walk runways because someone, at some point, had deemed them too useless, tall, and good-looking to actually be a functioning member of society.

On his third loop through the shop (that I’d counted), he picked up a broken pendulum clock and discarded it back on the shelf. Then he grabbed another item that I couldn’t quite make out. Then another. And another, and another. A lamp with a winged putto flying across its gilded shade. Surely this was what he was looking for? An ottoman woven of silk, yet half eaten by moths? No, not that either. A lantern with colonial embellishments? Of course not.

His curly ebony-black hair had been styled into a low taper fade, and his dark brown skin was a sharp contrast to his friends’ pale complexions. But like them, he was dressed in designer—top to bottom—from his trousers to his shoes to his Westfield blazer with the university’s crest embroidered on its chest pocket.

I was staring. I knew I shouldn’t. I should have kept my attention on Gus and sealed the deal with this set. But I couldn’t help it. He’d been staring at me too. I’d caught him sneaking glances at my interaction with Gus over the past few minutes.

This time, when our gazes met, his deep brown eyes bore into mine like embers. His friends whistled, hooting and hollering as they shoved him playfully in my direction.

I looked away.

Their presence here at Gus’s shop was an interruption, not a sign. If I could convince Gus to buy the set, then I’d have nearly enough for a deposit on an apartment come the end of summer, when Aunt Louisa moved to Rhode Island and Jojo started his new job.

I cleared my throat and turned back to Gus, trying a different tactic.

“You know you owe me back pay, right?”

It was a low blow, sure. But I was desperate.

“First, you come in late. Then you try to pawn something off instead of starting your shift. And now this?” Gus scoffed.

“You’re the one who makes the schedule.” And it wasn’t like this was my only job at the mall. In the afternoon, I’d head down to Louisa’s psychic stall, and people there paid way more for readings than Gus ever did for my hourly wage.

I held out my hand, trying to give more “savvy negotiator” than “desperate beggar.” But the gloves I wore said otherwise. The elbow-length fabric was riddled with holes, a reminder that even as I tried to sell my mother’s set, my own clothes were deteriorating rapidly.

“I’ll take the back pay. And eight hundred for the set.”

Gus laughed. “If you want to quit, Sianna, you can just say so.”

“I’d rather you fire me. I need the benefits.”

“You’re part-time.”

“Which you should be paying me overtime for. But do I say anything to the state when you don’t?”

We did this dance every time I tried to sell my stuff to him; he’d pretend it was worthless, and then I’d remind him that if it wasn’t for me, he wouldn’t be selling half of what he did at the prices he charged.

“I need more than just your old stage name and some vague information to sell this,” Gus said. “Where was the fabric woven? How long ago can you date it? Is it original, hand-dyed, or one of those cheap factory reproductions?”

I rolled my eyes.

“Fine,” I said.

Then I unrolled the sleeve of my gloves, pulling them off entirely before reaching for the two-piece set with my bare hands.

The burnt flesh of my fingertips brushed along the waxy fabric, lightly but just enough that I could still see Gus standing in front of me, even as in my mind, a vision of the past came to life.

The world around me spun into a spectrum of color and time. Silver veins caked against the back of my eyelids and a burst of cold gnawed at my cheeks as the images of the past raced through my mind. My view of the present eroded completely, like a thin layer of film falling over my eyes.

It was jarring channeling my powers, even after all these years since the fire at Westfield—when they’d first awakened.

Most psychics would take your hand, trace the lines of your palm, and claim to see into the threads of time. Yet unlike them, I wasn’t a charlatan. I didn’t rely on the whims of Ouija boards, spirits, or lesser gods. Through touch alone, I could access the lifelines of a person or thing, living or dead. I could even control how long and how often my visions happened. All because of that fateful day of my Westfield audition, after a fire tore through the auditorium. I lost everything: my parents, my connection to music, my hopes for my future. And most of the money was gone too, squandered away by my parents rather than placed in a trust. The only things I gained were these strange abilities to see into lifelines through touch, and the permanently scarred and burnt skin on my fingertips.

As I touched the printed fabric, the sustained contact allowed me to see the last person who had held it. In this case, that was a past version of me, shoving the two-piece set in my canvas book bag as I left my aunt’s home for Center City Mall that morning. I delved back to two weeks earlier, when Louisa had first come across the set in her attic. Folded within the set, she had found an addendum to my acceptance to Westfield University—the first of many I’d received over the years.


Sianna Grace Adu,

I’m writing to you upon learning of the tragic news of the passing of your family. We here at Westfield send our deepest condolences. I’ll keep this letter brief, as I’m sure you’ve heard enough from strangers who couldn’t know or understand the extent of your grief. I spoke with the Board. Requested it of them, actually. They’ve decided that we are able to extend your acceptance to Westfield. If within the next five years you determine that you would like to attend, the Board will be holding your spot, your scholarship, and your place among Westfield’s garden of lilies.

Yours truly,

A concerned member of the Board of Westfield University



The first of the letters had been handwritten, and the official notices from Westfield came not long after.

It’s your last year of the extension, Aunt Louisa had said before tossing the letter on a stack that had built up over the years. Are you sure you don’t want to attend? You don’t have to come to Rhode Island with me. But going to Westfield would be better than staying here by yourself.

I pulled against the invisible threads of time in my head, venturing deeper into the past to when my mother, wearing the two-piece set, had taken a six-year-old me to my first piano recital. The sight of her, even simply in my own mind, choked me up.

The vision unfolded like a film reel rewinding at triple speed the more I retreated.

In my mind, a scene played out of my mother, fresh in her youth in the ’90s, buying the dress during a trip back home to Ghana. At the vendor stall, she’d met my father, an African American student studying abroad for the summer.

Time rewound more, to the moment the top part of the set had been sewn together in the capable hands of a local seamster. He’d been trained in the craft of weaving kente only to find himself selling Ankara dresses to foreigners as the wax prints surged in popularity. I watched him work, muttering softly to himself about the foreigners who were convinced that the Dutch connections to the cloth outweighed its other origins, from its Indonesian batik heritage to the artistry of the Indigenous Africans who had crafted a language into its pattern work.

And then I channeled back to the 1950s, where I witnessed the fabric first being woven, stamped, dipped in resin, and submerged in reams of gold dye to create the patterns across it.

I let go of the fabric and blinked the vision away. The images of the past faded from my mind and the present returned—Gus frowning and waiting for me to explain what I’d seen, and behind me, farther off, the student from Westfield watching our interaction, his brown eyes bright with curiosity. He took another swig from his flask, waiting now too.

“It’s from the fifties,” I said. “Handcrafted, no machinery. And yes, it’s original. Not reproduced.”

Gus examined the fabric like a vulture perched in front of a carcass; his greasy hair clung to his balding head, the last few strands rippling from the force of the mall AC bearing down on us.

When I’d started using my powers to see into the timelines of merchandise, we’d been able to sell the secondhand items here as more than just “junk keepsakes.” I’d been the one to come up with the idea of including authenticity certificates with purchases from the store. Because of my abilities, we could market them as one-of-a-kind purchases with real historical significance. But of course, he’d taken credit for it.

Even now, Gus’s teeth, most of which had been replaced with fake gold, gleamed bright with greed as he smirked at me. “Things from the fifties don’t sell for much.”

“Are you buying it or not?” I snapped.

“Fine,” he said.

“Fine?”

“I’ll give you an advance. But you’ll have to pay me back. You already borrowed more than I owe you in back pay.” He folded the two-piece set, grabbed an empty certificate from the bottom shelf of the counter, and started writing the details that I’d relayed to him from my vision.

“Now get to work,” he said, gathering the fabric and certificate and skulking to the back of the store, where he’d add it to the catalog and then, later, to the shop’s stock.

I crossed the threshold to the register. When I took a seat, footsteps approached the front. Suddenly, I found myself staring up at the student from Westfield.

He shot me a wry smile, and heat burned against my cheeks as he ran a hand through his hair and glanced between me and his friends. They were still watching us and drunkenly snickering, even four aisles away.

When he spoke, his voice was deep and rich, the sound of moonlight and honey melting together.

“Hi,” he said.

I glanced behind me, hoping that Gus would be back quickly. He always liked being the one to deal with rich customers. Not me. I hated having to interact with them, let alone one from Westfield.

“They think I want to ask you out,” he said. “So, could we pretend for a little bit?”

“I’m working.”

“Oh, so now you are?”

I raised an eyebrow and he at least had the decency to look embarrassed.

“Sorry, I was just teasing.”

“I don’t know you,” I said simply.

He ignored my assessment and trudged on. “I heard you talking to the owner, about how you need money. I have money. A lot of it. My family owns Westfield.” He paused at the look of surprise in my expression. “Yes, the university.”

I’d heard rumors about Westfield University students, but this was my first real interaction with a current one. Of course, it just happened to be with the literal heir of the institution—that is, if he wasn’t lying to my face. Even so, I got the sense that, despite reeking of liquor and nearly stumbling his way to the front, he was calculating every moment of this encounter, planning what he would say or do, even as his body struggled to keep up.

“I want to hire you,” he said eventually. “And I want you to come with me to Westfield.”

I scoffed.

“I think you’re at the wrong corner for that.”

That earned me a smile from him, a real one, and not the sneering kind he and his friends had been flashing all morning.

“I’m being serious,” he said. “You’re a psychic, right? Well, I need you to use your powers on me and the university grounds.”

“This is a pawnshop,” I said, raising my voice, hoping Gus would somehow intervene or the guy’s friends would take the hint that him “asking me out” wasn’t going well. “I don’t do readings until the evening, when I’m at my aunt’s stall. So unless you plan on buying something, you and your friends should take your nepo baby asses from our shop.”

“Did I do something to piss you off?”

“You’re from Westfield, and apparently the university’s heir. Which, if I did believe you—and I don’t—makes this situation worse. But day drinking in the mall? Embarrassing. And the fact that you’re propositioning me while I’m at my other job? Cornering me like this and forcing me to listen to whatever nonsense you and your friends came up with for this… this prank? I mean, it’d be fair if I could at least curse you out. But I don’t want to lose this job. So, congratulations on ruining my shift. Now leave.”

That made him pause for a moment.

“It’s because of the fire, isn’t it?” he said.

The cool, dismissive way he said the words was a knife to my chest.

He knew who I was, who I’d been before the fire and my fame had burned out. And more likely than not, this offer wasn’t because he needed my psychic services. It was for a photo op, or to brag to his friends that he’d gotten the once-famous Baby Mozart to relive the most traumatic night of her life.

“Either buy something,” I repeated, “or go.”

He glanced over his shoulder, a nervous tic to his movements.

“All right. I’ll buy the dress you just sold. My girlfriend’s birthday is in a few months, and I want to surprise her.”

“You have a girlfriend, but you told your friends you’re asking me out?” Clearly, Westfield University wasn’t just filled with stuck-up elitists. There were assholes enrolled too.

“She cheated on me,” he said.

“So you’re cheating back?”

“Only to even the playing field. I don’t want her to feel bad about what she did.”

That earned him a chuckle from me. But only one. His eyes lit up and I swallowed against the lump in my throat.

“You can’t buy the dress,” I said, killing whatever impasse we’d come to.

Instead of responding, the guy reached into his blazer, and I caught a glimpse of something gold and flashy on his wrist; a watch, likely. Or one of those expensive smart devices. For a second, I thought he was going to take the flask out again. But instead, he pulled a crumpled sheet of paper from his wallet, ironed it out with his palms, and passed it to me.


Baby Mozart becomes psychic extraordinaire!

Get your fortune told by the child musical prodigy who ignited the world ablaze with her magical touch, from the piano keys to palm readings.

Private readings and services available on demand.



“I called the number at the bottom of the flyer. The person hung up on me every time. So I’m here for a private reading, and I’m asking if I can book your services for just a few days while I’m back on campus at the beginning of the semester. I’m not trying to play games or screw you over. I’m in genuine need of a medium.”

I cringed at the sight of my photo at the bottom of the flyer, where Louisa had awkwardly edited the picture to crop out my parents from the frame.

“There have been accidents on Westfield’s campus, and things have been… escalating. None of the other psychics or soothsayers could help me. But the reviews online say your visions are legit. So if you could kindly, just for this moment, entertain what I’m asking here, then I’d appreciate it. Greatly.”

My memories of my audition to Westfield curdled at the back of my mind; the screams from the audience, my parents at the back of the stage, encased in smoke and separated from the fleeing crowds by a barrier of flames.

“Everything in the kitchen aisle is twenty percent off,” I said, forcing a smile.

The guy leaned over, his eyes searing. Behind him, his friends grew restless, chanting for him to go in for the kiss, as if he’d really been asking me out, as if from their view of everything, I was returning his affections.

“Nothing’s going to change my mind,” I said.

But then he pulled out a wad of cash.

I counted nearly two grand. More than enough for what I needed for the rent deposit.

I licked my lips, trying to stay calm, yet knowing how much this amount, in this moment, would fix everything.

“It’s always money, isn’t it?” he said, reading the hunger in my eyes for what it was.

Shame burned against my cheeks. “You’re the one who needs it to get what you want.”

“But you’re the one who needs it,” he said. “Isn’t that worse?”

I held out my hand, ready to take his palm and end this interaction as soon as possible.

“I need a date of some kind,” I told him. “And something from your past if you want a specific reading from a certain place or time period. But if you want me to just look into your lifeline, I can do that too. Just give me your hands and don’t move for a few minutes, and I’ll tell you what I see.”

He hesitated.

As the self-proclaimed heir to one of the oldest institutions in the country, he was probably used to getting what he wanted. But now he seemed unsure. Nervous, even.

“What about Westfield?” he said. “Will you come?”

“I’ll give you a reading now, for the next five minutes. That’s it,” I said. “So, what do you want to know?”

Again, there was that hesitation. He glanced at his friends and then to the exit of the store, as if, at any moment, some mystical force or entity might drag him from Gus’s shop. When he spoke this time, it was in a whisper.

“I need you to look into my future,” he said. “I need to know how I die.”






CHAPTER TWO
All ways do lie open

AT FIRST, I WASN’T SURE I’d heard him correctly. When people asked for readings, it was usually for one of two things: to learn about their future or to commune with a lost loved one. Who will I marry? Will I get the job? Can you speak to my deceased grandmother? The normal musings. But death? Learning how you’ll die? That was… different; tragic, even.

I drew away from him, my mind racing.

“Are you—sick or something?”

He seemed to consider that.

“Something like that,” he said finally. “But it’s—let’s just say it runs in my family.”

“And you want to find out when you’ll die?”

“Not when I’ll die,” he clarified. “How. I already know when. It’s going to be this year. It’s going to be soon. So I just need to know how it happens.”

He was serious.

“But if it’s an illness—shouldn’t you… know?”

“I never said it was one.”

“But it runs in your family?”

He sighed. “Look, will you help me or not?”

To be honest, I wasn’t sure myself. As much as my powers easily let me see into the past, the future was more nebulous. Whenever I tried to do readings of a timeline beyond the present, I’d get migraines and glimpses of shadowed figures and forms.

Except for the fire.

That had been the only time I’d seen a concrete vision of the future. And a moment after I saw flames in my mind, that horrific scene played out before me.

But since then, I usually just cobbled together my predictions of the future from what I could see in a person’s past. If someone asked whether they’d get a raise at the end of the year, I’d look into their past and glean what I could from their history. Which, in my opinion, made me better than a charlatan. At least my readings of the future were informed by some sort of real visions.

Behind us, the shop bell rang, its cheerful chimes an eerie contrast to what was unfolding between me and the Westfield heir. An older man in his forties approached us. Against the dark gray of his suit, a lily was stitched, just like the ones on their blazers.

“Mr. Saint James,” he said, discreetly flashing a holstered gun at his waist. “I suggest you and the others leave. There’s been a report of disorderly conduct.”

Saint James. Anyone who knew Westfield recognized that family name. This guy—the Westfield heir—he hadn’t been lying. He was actually going to inherit Westfield University and the man speaking to him was his bodyguard.

“We’re in the middle of something,” the Westfield heir said. “Can you give us some time?”

“Sir, I wouldn’t advise that.” The bodyguard gestured behind us, and we followed his gaze to the back of the shop. Gus was hiding, but he peeked out from behind a curtain with a phone pressed to his ear, like he could tell he’d been caught.

The Westfield heir laughed, his voice tinged with irony.

“I guess money can’t get me everything after all,” he said.

Even I, as combative as I was, had no answer to his words.

“My offer stands,” he said. “If you’re ever at Westfield, find me.”

He, his friends, and the bodyguard swiftly left. Moments later, security entered the store. They took a few moments to question me, and I made up some story about how Gus had dialed by mistake.

“Are they gone now?” Gus asked, retreating from his hiding spot.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” I snapped, frustrated. I grabbed the two-piece set from where he’d placed it on the counter and shoved it in my bag with the rest of my things.

“Your shift isn’t over yet,” Gus complained.

“Yeah,” I said. “Well, I quit.”

By the time I left the shop, though, the Saint James heir and his friends were gone.
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I was never early to Louisa’s psychic booth. But as much as I searched through nearby stores and combed through aisles, I couldn’t find the Saint James heir or his friends anywhere. So, with two grand short and nothing but time on my hands, Louisa’s stall it was.

It’d been raining all day, so the mall was more crowded than normal for a Sunday so close to June. Shoppers streamed in and out of stores, jostling one another and leaving tracks of rainwater and mud in their wake. And then, there was the smell. On the upper levels of the mall, the fragrant, oily scent of the food court always clung to your clothes, making everything reek of hot dog sweat and grease. My stomach growled, but as starving as I was, my mind couldn’t wander to food.

All I could think about was him.

None of what he’d said had made any sense. He was going to die. He knew when. At least, he’d claimed to. But even if I had tried to see into his future, could I change his fate?

I mean, it hadn’t stopped the fire. Even when I’d warned the crowd during my audition, the flames consumed the auditorium moments later.

Yet a part of me felt guilty. As arrogant and entitled as he was, he’d genuinely been asking for help. My help—to the point that he’d offered to bring me to Westfield.

That place was inescapable. From my looming scholarship deadline to his request, something was pulling me to Westfield. Something I fought with every fiber of my being.

I took the escalator to the third floor, scanning the vendor booths until I found one displaying a whiteboard with the word Psychic written in colorful marker.

As expected, Aunt Louisa hadn’t arrived yet.

But Jojo Charles, Louisa’s newest hire, sat in my aunt’s regular seat next to an empty chair meant for me.

My Jojo.

“You’re early,” he said.

The sound of his voice made me act completely outside of myself. From the ridiculous puppy dog grin that stretched across my face, to the very non-platonic thoughts swirling in my head, he had a frustrating effect on me, despite the fact that we were just “friends.”

When we’d first met last fall, Louisa and I had been coming up on four years of living together following my brief stint in foster care. Jojo was finishing a graduate program, and Louisa, like she’d always seemed to do when the college students new to our building wandered our way for free food, adopted him as her own. She’d feed him home-cooked meals when he was cramming for classes, and the two of us would check on him. His own family wouldn’t. Louisa even offered him some shifts at the psychic stall to help him stay afloat. She didn’t have a ton to spare, but he became like family.

And in the weeks leading up to his classes ending, Jojo had started taking more shifts at the booth. His inadvertent smiles and the jokes he cracked at some of our more unsavory customers had sparked the beginning of my terrible crush on him.

“Am I?” I answered, trying to play coy. “What do I win? Employee of the month?”

“Technically, I think I won that, since I’m not supposed to be on the schedule today.”

“Okay,” I said. “What do you want?”

Jojo leaned forward, a twinkle in his eyes. “Guess.”

He was teasing me. He always teased me.

Normally, I’d have a better retort for him, but words escaped me with his body so close and my heart thumping in my chest. It was times like these when I found myself wondering if he felt something from me too.

New Year’s Eve had been a turning point for us. There’d been a party in our building, and somehow, Jojo and I had found ourselves together moments before midnight. We’d shared a kiss as the year ended and this new one began.

I hadn’t stopped thinking about it since.

But of course, just a few weeks later, he’d started dating a woman in our building. When she’d confronted Jojo about us in our downstairs lobby, he’d laughed it off.

“I work at her aunt’s psychic booth for extra cash. Sianna and I are just friends,” he’d said. “Don’t be delusional.”

The words had been a brutal reality check.

“Well then, don’t make me feel like I am,” the woman had said. “And stop acting like you have feelings for her.”

Jojo had apologized and I scurried away as the two of them embraced. I had no interest in watching that. When they’d broken up the next day and I asked him why he’d ended it, he’d said dating was a distraction from his career. He’d rather have friends in his life at the moment, friends like me.

I sat beside him, placing my bag on the ground between us and trying to keep my expression blank when our thighs accidentally brushed.

“Louisa’s going to be back in a bit. She’s off luring customers.”

I nodded.

“Aren’t you going to ask why I’m here?” he said. He smiled, and there was that dimple on his cheek—the one that I always yearned to be the reason for.

Suddenly, it occurred to me.

“Wait, why are you here? Aren’t you supposed to be in one of those orientation sessions for your new job?”

With him leaving for his new research residency and Aunt Louisa moving our entire life to Rhode Island, finding a local place on my own would be the only way I could stay in Virginia and be close to him. Hence, my desperate need for money.

“Something came up,” he said. “So I thought I’d come see you. Are you happy?”

I turned away from him, hiding the smile that had already started tugging at my lips.

“Psh, to see you?” I lied.

Jojo laughed. Beneath the mall’s incandescent lighting, his rich brown skin gleamed softly, and I found myself spacing out, smiling at the way his ebony locs fell gently against the side of his face while he spoke.

My mind flickered back to the Saint James heir, remembering the intensity of his strong gaze. But I buried the thought. Between their similar broad builds and glow, maybe I had a type. Still, Jojo had an air of experience and manhood that was nothing like the arrogant yet youthful glint of boyhood that the Westfield heir embodied.

“Why are you making that expression?” Jojo snickered. He’d leaned forward, vying for a look at my face as I shifted away from him.

“Because, I barely see you anymore and you still haven’t told me anything about your new job.” I was trying not to be too clingy or obsessive, but it was eating me alive not knowing more about it. I pretended to hold an invisible bowl, pouting at him and speaking in a terrible impression of Oliver Twist.

“Please, sir. Tell me more.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s not the right quote,” he said, laughing again. “But since you’re starving for information, the job is a semester-long residency doing research on the occult and historical artifacts. It could run for the full academic year if I play my cards right. There’s just some—drama. You know how academia is.”

“You forget that I was homeschooled until I was fourteen and only spent a few years in public school.”

“And that’s why you should be excited about moving with Louisa. There’s so much history in Rhode Island, and if you decide to go back to school there, you’ll get to explore the towns and the ocean side. You’ll love it, Sianna. I know it.”

“Just because Louisa’s going doesn’t mean I have to go too.” I was nineteen, nearly twenty. Long since an adult. I didn’t need Louisa or him patronizing me about this move situation. “Besides, you’re not in Rhode Island.”

“Sianna,” he warned.

I swallowed against the heavy beating of my heart.

If I didn’t tell him how I felt now, then in a few months, I’d either be in Rhode Island or somewhere in Virginia miles away while he’d be working his amazing new research job at a fancy college whose name he refused to share. A few years from now, Jojo would be like everyone else. He’d think, What ever happened to that child star who played piano all those years ago? Then he’d shrug and move on with his life.

“So, what? Are you staying at the pawnshop? Or are you going to start your own booth here in the mall?”

“You’re being condescending,” I said, annoyed now.

“I’m being realistic,” he answered, his voice gentle, sensing my rising temper like a fisherman at sea when stormy waters brewed. “There’s nothing for you here, Sianna. And you can’t keep letting your powers hold you back from your true potential.”

“You sound like Louisa,” I said.

“Well, she’s right.”

“You know what else she told me?” I asked. “She said if I didn’t want to move with her, that I should go to Westfield. I have the scholarship until the semester starts this year. It’s in-state, so we wouldn’t be that far from each other. There’d be food and free housing. And I’d be able to play again. You know I haven’t really played since the fire?” I swallowed. “So, no, I’m not moving to Rhode Island with her. But if you tell me to go to Westfield, then I’ll go.”

Jojo stiffened.

Westfield was a sore subject for both of us. He didn’t speak of the institution any more than I did the fire, but at some point, he’d studied there for his undergraduate degree and something had happened during that period. I knew there was pain there, including a relationship with his parents that had soured. We even reached an agreement: He’d sworn to never read the articles that cropped up every few years about me and my washed-up, child-star status if I promised to never use my powers on him and channel into his past.

I was crossing a line by asking this of him. But I didn’t care. He and Louisa were abandoning me, and he had the audacity to pretend like it was for my benefit.

“I take your silence as a yes,” I said, baiting him.

He looked away.

“That’s your decision to make.”

I hid my smile, leaning my head against his shoulder and relaxing against his solid frame. Our fingers brushed. We played a game of chicken to see who would pull away first.

He always did.

“I have something to tell you,” I admitted. I couldn’t keep what had happened in the pawnshop from him, not when it kept teeming at the edge of my thoughts.

“Do you know anything about the Saint James family?” I asked. “You know, the ones who apparently own Westfield?”

Jojo grew quiet. Finally, he spoke. “What about them?”

“So you’ve heard of them?” I said.

“Hasn’t everyone?”

I laughed. “I mean, yeah. But not, like, the minute details.”

Jojo’s time at Westfield had put him in the same circles as future CEOs of Fortune 500 companies and the lavish estates they came from. It’s why he always claimed that the only thing worse than rich people were the ones who came from Westfield. If anyone would know about the heirs of Virginia’s rich families, it would be him.

“Why are you so curious about them all of a sudden?” Jojo asked, and I recounted the events from earlier, from meeting the Westfield heir to the Faustian bargain he’d offered. But I didn’t mention the accidents at Westfield that he’d spoken of, or how he’d wanted me to go with him to the university as a medium.

“The Saint Jameses are just like any other old money family with buildings named after them.” He busied himself smoothing out the crevices in the tablecloth covering the booth instead of meeting my gaze. “The only difference is they operated Westfield while they were alive instead of just through endowments. And most of their wealth came from investments in steel and during the Gilded Age. But, yeah, the surviving members of the family have legal ownership of the university.”

I groaned.

“So I fumbled, then. He was, like, super drunk and flirty,” I said. “I should have at least given him my number.” Jojo gave me a look and I bit my lip, embarrassed. “I mean for the money, not the asking me out part. Jojo, he was offering nearly two grand.”

Something flashed in Jojo’s gaze. It was there and gone, too quickly for me to fully register. He fidgeted in his seat.

“How was the rest of your shift?” he said, changing the subject. “Did Gus let you out early or something?”

Thankfully, I was relieved from the undue burden of explaining how I’d lost another job when Louisa finally returned. And as Jojo had warned, she’d brought a group of shoppers with her.

There were four of them; two of them were men in their fifties, dressed as if they were going golfing, while the others, also similar in age, sported designer athleisure tracksuits and full-body tans.

Louisa herself was dressed in a robe that looked like a Party City version of a fortune teller costume; the dress was floor-length, with a shimmering coin belt that she wore draped over a layer of skirts, along with a long-sleeved ruffled shirt she’d topped with a vest. She’d styled her goddess locs into a bun and had woven cowrie shells and beads through the strands. In her arms, Louisa carried two large boxes that contained the consent forms she made her customers sign, along with props for the booth.

“I hope we didn’t interrupt anything?” Louisa said, placing the boxes in front of me.

Jojo threw his bag over his shoulder and sidestepped the chair.

“I should get going,” he said. “Since you’re here, the booth is officially manned.”

“Will I see you later?” I asked, standing with him.

He shook his head. “There’s a lot going on. Maybe I’ll see you at home? At the crossing?” he added, smiling to lighten the mood.

There was a fire escape that connected the floors between the apartment building we all lived in. We’d started meeting there, at “the crossing,” whenever we were too lazy to go knock on each other’s doors.

“Yeah,” I said. “Maybe.”

But I followed him as he left the stall, catching him just before he could take the escalator.

“I won’t go to Westfield.”

Again, his answer didn’t change.

“That’s your decision.”

“I know,” I said. “And I’m telling you what I choose.” The rest of my sentence, what I’d meant to say, remained caught between my heart and my lips. But there was no other answer, no other path for me, when he was here.

I wouldn’t strain my powers to help some Westfield heir I didn’t know, even if it might mean not getting the money I so desperately needed to stay in Virginia, to stay closer to Jojo. After all, Rhode Island wasn’t that far. We’d at least have this summer, and then, when fall came and his residency ended, I’d find a way to visit him whenever I could. We’d find each other again. We always did.






CHAPTER THREE
Doubt truth to be a liar

I SPENT THE REST OF the day working at Louisa’s stall. Time passed excruciatingly slow. For most of it, I channeled into people’s pasts, using my visions to interpret their futures.

At lulls throughout the day, when foot traffic died down and I needed to unwind, I took my usual spot at the old grand piano on the second floor of the mall. I never really played, just fiddled at tuning the piano or running through refrains that I still remembered. From the windows nearby, the view of the horizon was perfect as the sun began to set. Two floors down, the parking lot was vast and endless, and the nearby department stores formed an eclectic set of alleyways all around Center City Mall.

But on my last break before closing, I saw them from a distance: two figures in the parking lot near the mall’s exit. The first was familiar, but it took me a moment to pinpoint him as the bodyguard I’d seen with the Saint James heir.

The second figure was undeniably Jojo.

He argued with the bodyguard, each of them shouting something frantically. Eventually, the bodyguard went off in a separate direction, while Jojo hurried to his car.

Questions burned at the back of my mind. I texted Jojo, asking if everything was all right and if he could help us close down the stall. His response was brief.

Sorry. Can’t make it back tonight. I wanted to probe him more. But an announcement blared over the speakers. The mall was closing for the night and all stragglers needed to leave the premises.

At my side, my phone pinged with a text from Louisa.


Where are you? You were supposed to be back ten minutes ago.



Closing the piano’s fallboard, I grabbed my things and hurried back to Louisa’s stall. We were packed in minutes, and when we exited Center City Mall, the cool rush of air grazed our fingertips and the boxes we both carried. Louisa made one-sided conversation. During my shift, I’d told her that I’d move to Rhode Island with her, and she couldn’t contain her excitement.

The rain had stopped. The parking lot was nearly empty. But there in the distance, a familiar sedan was parked near an alleyway.

“That’s Jojo’s car.”

“Hmm?” Louisa said, not listening.

I squinted, straining to see it among the few remaining cars in the lot, wondering if I’d made a mistake. But I recognized the last few numbers on his license plate and that tiny bag of incense tied to his rearview mirror.

As I walked with her to the car, I juggled one of the boxes while texting Jojo.


Are you still at the mall?



Three dots appeared instantly. They disappeared for a beat, and then they returned moments before his message sent.


No. Headed out hours ago. Why?



I see your car—I began to write, but then erased it. Just didn’t know how long ago you left.


Right when I said I was. When Louisa got there. There was traffic. As usual.



I hesitated.


Are you sure? You’re not hiding something from me?



The three dots reappeared. Then he answered.


What would I possibly have to hide?



Not a denial. Not the truth either.

When I didn’t answer, he double texted.


Look. I know this move is hard. It’s hard for me too, and I hate that it and the new job are separating us. But maybe… maybe it’s for the best? I know you don’t think it is. But I can’t be who you need me to be, Sianna. I can’t be more to you than what I am now, and I don’t think either of us want our friendship to end on bad terms.



Three dots appeared again, and my heart thumped furiously.


Let’s just say goodbye now. With everything I have to prepare for the research job, I won’t even be around much for the rest of the summer anyway.



Beside me, Louisa glanced at my phone from over my shoulder.

“Is he breaking up with you?”

I spun to face her, slipping my phone in my pocket, dropping it in the process, and stumbling to retrieve it. The screen cracked and the fractured image of my reflection loomed up at me: the tight coils of my curly black hair framing my round face; the brown of my eyes, brimming with tears that I couldn’t—wouldn’t—let fall.

Looking away from Louisa, I wiped my eyes with the back of my palms.

“I’m—oh, Sianna, I was only teasing.”

“I know,” I said, pretending to laugh. She patted my shoulder with concern. “There’s just something in my eye. And actually, I think I’ll go back with Jojo.”

Louisa frowned, following my gaze across the parking lot to the car near the alleyway.

“Is that his car? He’s still here?”

I nodded, feigning annoyance as I pulled out Jojo’s car key from my bag. He’d given me the spare one—something Louisa didn’t know I had.

“He lost his car key,” I lied. “He’s been trying to find it all day. I just realized I have his spare, even though I told him it was probably at home.”

“You just realized it? Or were you mad at him and let him waste his time looking for them? I’ll never understand the two of you.” She shook her head, though she couldn’t hide her slight amusement. “Why don’t you talk about it when you get home? He’s just one floor up.”

“It’s urgent,” I said.

“I don’t like the sound of that, Sianna.”

“It’s fine,” I insisted. “If you stay any longer, you’ll fall asleep at the wheel when we drive back. And we both know I can’t drive shift.”

Louisa sighed, relenting finally.

“If anything happens, call me. All right? The kind of people who hang around here at this hour—”

“We’re the kind of people who hang around here at this hour. I’ll be fine. I spent over twelve hours looking into the lifelines of half the people in the mall. If I’m in danger of anything, it’s catching a cold.”

Louisa hesitated. “All right,” she said again. “But if you and Jojo aren’t on your way back yet by the time I get there, then I’ll lock you in the boot myself and drag you home.”

We finished loading the car, and by the time Louisa got in the driver’s seat, I was already making my way to Jojo’s sedan.

She waited until I opened it, slipped in the passenger seat, and locked it from the inside before she drove off. I pulled out my phone and texted Jojo again.


Why are you being so cryptic? Did something happen?



My hands shook as I waited for his answer. But he didn’t respond immediately. One minute passed, then two, then fifteen. I glanced around the car. It was old and secondhand, the inside war-torn and beat-up from when the first owner had sold it to Jojo.

In the back seat, Jojo had crammed his laundry and stacks of books: Supernatural Sightings; Virginia’s Haunted History; Ancient Artifacts of Note. There was food too, folded wrappers from sandwiches he’d eaten over the week, food containers that hadn’t been washed and faintly smelled of the rice Louisa had made for us a day ago. With his busy schedule, I wasn’t surprised that he’d used his car as a second home. His apartment was crammed enough with books and research. His car was probably the only place that he could have a makeshift dinner.

In the front of his car, the glove box was slightly open. I tried to close it, but as I did, a loose sheet of paper caught my attention.

Jojo’s handwriting was scribbled on it.


Objects have history. Breaking the curse means uncovering what’s tethering it to the family.



I frowned, looking closer.


Ghostly possession can happen one of two ways. A body without a host. An object functioning as a conduit between the spirit and its ability to control the original host. A separation ritual may need to be performed to free the original host of spiritual possession.



None of his scribbles were coherent. Nor were they the research materials I’d thought I’d find in his notes. I dug inside, not knowing what I was searching for even as I pulled a letter from where it lay crumpled in the back.

The top and bottom corners had been burned, making it impossible to decipher who the letter was addressed to or from. But the lily insignia at the bottom was unmistakable. So too was what I could make out from the letter.


I’m writing because you don’t answer my calls or my texts or emails. I heard you took the job at Westfield. I don’t know what to say. It’s been years. Why now? What’s changed? I want to ask all those questions, want to pretend I’m excited to see you again. But part of me is afraid. Because I know what it means. We both do. I guess this is just me being optimistic. Me hoping upon hope that the rumors are wrong. That you’re not coming back. That we can let the curse play out as it will. But I know time is running out. For the both of us. All I ask is that you hold out. Just for a few months. If I can’t break it, if I end up like the others, then so be it. But if I survive? If I inherit what’s ours? Then it will be worth it. I know it sounds selfish of me. But I’ve been sending the money like I said I would. Isn’t that enough? I’m begging you. Don’t take the job. Don’t come back.



I read the letter again and again, trying to make sense of it, seeing the words with my own eyes but not accepting it. Until it sank in.

Jojo’s behavior these last few weeks and everything he’d said today. The reason why he’d been so distant from me was because his new job was at Westfield.

He’d lied to me about it, and he knew someone at Westfield, someone who was begging him not to return. Since the fire, I’d had so much guilt about what had unfolded. So many people had died. And if it hadn’t been for me, my parents would never have gone to Westfield that day either. They’d be alive. Throughout all of my grief, Jojo had talked down on Westfield, on its culture, on the prestige of having previously attended it himself. And yet, here he was, taking his first research job at the very university he’d denounced. The place we’d both sworn to stay away from.

Outside, footsteps drew closer.

I ducked, hiding beneath the glove box, and something fell from where the stacks of letters and papers had been hastily crammed inside. It was cool and firm to the touch, and I winced as it pressed against my palm; a bracelet, and from the trails of moonlight filtering into the car, I could make out glass beads and cowrie shells threaded together into its form, while a gold ring dangled from the center of it. At the metal base of the ring, I traced an outline of engraved initials: KSJ.

Jojo had never been the type to wear jewelry, so finding something stuffed in his glove box was as odd as the burnt letter. Before I could stop myself, I slipped the letter and the bracelet in my pocket.

I glanced outside as the footsteps neared, wondering if Jojo had returned. But it was staff and security from the mall, not him.

They’d closed the building for the night and were heading in my direction, toward their own cars parked nearby. I couldn’t let them find me here after hours, rummaging through Jojo’s things like some bitter, toxic ex. Before they could see me, I stumbled out of the car, slipping the door closed and venturing into the confines of the alleyway linked to Center City Mall. Up ahead, there were rows of dumpsters, and farther off, the exit of the alleyway loomed. I was nearly there, my heart thudding in my chest, making every breath I took strained.

But then I saw him behind two dumpsters, his body limp, his back pressed against the wall.

Something red and deep and liquid trailed from the foot of the dumpster.

I knew better than to look, but I crouched down anyway.

Blood.

Just a few hours ago, we’d been in Gus’s store, bargaining over how much it would cost to look into his future. And now, the death he’d foretold, it had found us both.






CHAPTER FOUR
Thus with a kiss I die

THE NIGHT WAS SOMBER. WITHIN the alleyway, faint lights from the sterile department stores cast haunting shadows around me. I fought back bile, my mind racing, my heart hammering in my chest. And yet, I drew closer to where the body lay.

The glimpse of Westfield’s signature colors was haunting, the final confirmation I needed that it was the Saint James heir lying before me.

I took a step forward and then another, and then another.

A part of me hoped it was someone else. But recognition caught me immediately; the rich, dark brown skin, almost like mine and just like Jojo’s, how it seemed to gleam like stardust across constellations. The tapered fade and the lily emblem on his blazer. But even from one glance at his outstretched hand, I could tell that his fingers weren’t calloused like mine. He’d probably never worked a day in his life. Not the way I had, dishwashing at restaurants to help make rent and having my nails caked with dirt and grime from sweeping floors at Gus’s. Real labor had never brushed this man’s fingertips.

He was the rich Westfield University heir through and through. And now he might be dead.

“Saint James?” I whispered. “Are you all right?” My voice caught in my throat, so I said it again, louder now, as if raising my voice might startle him back into being the pompous elitist I’d met just hours ago.

“Hello?” I whispered again.

But he didn’t answer.

Part of me knew I should leave. The part of me that had survived years under media scrutiny and paranoia as a child star, the part that could recognize a trap, even if it wasn’t paparazzi or an old fan hiding in a corner.

I recalled the shouting match between Jojo and the Westfield heir’s bodyguard. Did Jojo know this man? Were they trying to find him and save him? Or, were they somehow connected to this?

I recoiled at the thought, retching against the side of the dumpster as a wave of nausea overtook me. When the burnt skin of my fingertips touched its cool metal surface, my powers churned in the back of my mind, a vision rippling there, ready to unfold.

A trickle of moonlight beamed off the dumpster, enshrouding everything in either shadow or a soft, milky glow of light. From where I stood, all I could see of him was his slumped head and his left hand resting inside his blazer, like he was searching for something. The pool of blood near him looked disturbingly fresh.

I needed to know what had happened to him. But most of all, I needed to be sure Jojo wasn’t involved. Hot tears pricked my lashes. I closed my eyes, pressed my palms against the surface of the dumpster. And then I channeled my powers.

My view of the present eroded. As it dissipated, in its place emerged my window into the past.

In the vision, I pushed back to roughly ten or fifteen minutes before I had stumbled into the alley. I scanned the area for any sign of the heir while keeping my hand pressed to the dirty dumpster so the vision wouldn’t break.

I’d always hated this part of visions, the waiting. Sometimes the most salient parts of the past played out quickly before me. Other times, it could be hours before anything useful would show up. And now, I was even more impatient than ever. But just as I was about to give up, the Westfield heir emerged from the shadows. In Gus’s shop, and even here with him slumped in the alleyway, I hadn’t let myself admire him fully. But in my vision, under the gleam of the moon, he looked like a painting.

Back when Jojo had been studying for his grad school degree, he, Louisa, and I had gone on a trip to one of the art history museums in DC. The figure paintings there had this magnitude to them, like every brushstroke, every blot of oil pastel and acrylic, had been ordained to be. The Westfield heir was just as graceful and imposing. A tragic marvel caught in the web of manhood. His figure was lean and possessed African features that spoke of kings and tribes from past dynasties, from his sculpted angular jaw and cheekbones to his soft, wide nose and piercing brown eyes.

He arched his brow in a scowl, and I flinched, as if my presence here in the past was an intrusion. But he couldn’t see me. He shouldn’t be able to. Channeling my powers was like peering through a looking glass while time unfolded. And the people in my visions, they weren’t really people anymore. They were no more than actors playing out a scene, all completely unaware that I was witnessing their performance in the present. But even as I channeled my psychic powers, I could feel the weight of the present around me. Cold nipped at my fingertips, and my stomach became a mess of knots.

The heir drew his phone from the breast pocket of his blazer, where a tessellated version of Westfield’s lily flower emblem was hand-stitched. On his wrist, there was that flash of gold again; not a watch, I realized, but a bracelet.

It was the same one I’d found in Jojo’s car.

The realization was stifling, like my world had stopped spinning and the oxygen I breathed didn’t belong to me anymore.

Jojo hadn’t mentioned personally knowing any of the Saint James family from his time at Westfield. And if this man was wearing the bracelet just minutes ago, then Jojo must have…

No.

There had to be an explanation. And the only way to find out was here, in the past. So, I let the vision play out.

The Westfield heir swiped mindlessly on his phone for a bit, before hitting call on a number I couldn’t quite read.

“Hey. I think I’m going to be a little late,” he said. “No. It’s nothing. Just meeting someone.”

Then he reached into his blazer and pulled out a wad of cash, the same stack that he’d flashed at me earlier that day.

Quickly, he counted through it. I’ll be honest. I counted too, even though I already knew how much the amount would be from our previous encounter. In my head, I nearly got to two grand before footsteps interrupted him.

The person on the phone asked him if everything was okay. But two figures emerged from the shadows. One yanked him backward, covering his mouth and restraining him as the second figure punched the heir in the stomach. He gasped, and even though I was safely in the present, I found myself recoiling too. Hundred-dollar bills fluttered through the air, like leaves wilting in autumn.

Again and again, one figure landed hit after hit on his stomach and face while the other one restrained him from defending himself. I fought back a scream and tried to make out their features. But beneath their hoodies, their faces remained obscured. All I could discern was the sound of their voices, and the anger oozing from them, the desperation. It was the kind of sound that I knew would be seared in my memory forever.

The figures pushed him against the wall. Even as he collapsed on the ground, a third figure, one I hadn’t noticed, stepped forward. His face was hidden by the gray hoodie he wore. The figure drew a switchblade from his pocket.

Then he stabbed the Westfield heir.

Metal tore through flesh. Then came the wet, violent sound of blood splattering on the ground.

The figures shouted something at one another and then disappeared into the night. I knew I should listen harder, I knew I should find a way to recognize them. But I couldn’t look away from where he lay there bleeding, gasping. There was a soft cry. At first, I thought the sound had come from my own lips. But the cries grew to sobs. They were coming from his phone, which had fallen on the ground, just a few feet away from him. The voice on the other end of the line belonged to a woman—the same person that he’d been talking to earlier. She’d listened to the whole attack from the phone, and now she was sobbing and screaming for him to answer. On her lips, his name sounded almost like a dirge. Kasem. Kasem. Kasem.

When I let go and pulled myself back to reality, I stumbled forward, rounding the corner to the other side of the dumpster, and there I was, facing the Westfield University heir as his attackers had left him. His head was tilted back against the wall. His eyes were shut. And the left side of his face sported a terrible purple bruise. The switchblade was still there, protruding from the side of his stomach where he’d been stabbed. All around, hundred-dollar bills lay scattered.

The attackers hadn’t taken even one.

The only thing missing from him was the bracelet he’d been wearing in the vision—the same one he’d had with him just this morning in Gus’s shop. The same bracelet I’d found in Jojo’s car.

A wave of nausea overcame me—a symptom of this new reality. But I’d seen the attackers, and none of them fit Jojo’s profile; not their builds or their heights—at least, not from what I could make out.

I couldn’t see if the heir was breathing, and I didn’t know if the attackers would return. I needed to focus. I needed to be calm. But even as I grasped at reason, ripples of fear trembled through every inch of me.

Suddenly, my gaze fell to his phone on the ground. It had cracked from when he’d fallen, but the call had never ended. Only a number was listed on the caller ID screen.

“Please, if you’re there, pick up. Just tell me where you are. I’ll come. Please, just answer me.”

It was the person he’d been talking with earlier. I reached for the phone, but stopped midway, just as the girl spoke again.

“Hello? Hello?”

But what was I supposed to say? Hi, nice to meet you. I saw your boyfriend getting stabbed in a vision. Or there was the alternative: I’m a stranger just passing by. But I can’t help because I’m in the middle of planning a robbery.

There were hundreds of dollars on the ground. If I just grabbed a few and dipped, maybe I could stay in Virginia. The fact that the thought had even crossed my mind, especially after witnessing the stabbing in the vision, drew knots of shame in my stomach.

I at least had to try something.

“He’s not moving,” I said finally, leaning close and whispering into the phone. “You need to get him help.”

The girl on the other side of the line gasped, as if she hadn’t truly believed that he or anyone else would answer.

“We’re in an alleyway behind Center City Mall. I found him behind a dumpster. He’s been stabbed,” I said. Quickly, I gave the girl directions on how to find him. But his chest was still. By the time any paramedics would arrive, it might be too late.

“Stay on the phone,” the girl begged. “Please.”

But I was already moving. I knelt beside him. Then I pressed two fingers against his neck to search for a pulse.

I couldn’t move him much because of the knife protruding from his lower abdomen, so I carefully laid him on the ground and tilted his chin up, pinching his nose and bringing my mouth to his. His lips were soft and cool against my own.

I took a deep breath, gathering air in my own chest. Then I breathed oxygen into his mouth. His chest didn’t move. I couldn’t give up, though. Even if I wanted to. Even if every desperate piece of me wanted to bolt from this alleyway and pretend this night had never happened. I could do this. I could try to save him.

Again, I passed the air from my lungs into his, pressing my hands against his chest and pushing up and down, up and down.

Suddenly, it felt like my mind was splitting.

A vision rose to the surface, but I couldn’t stop it. It kept pushing against my mind, trying to take control.

I fought against the force of my powers, desperate to stay in the present, to help him. But the rapid skin-to-skin contact drew me closer and closer to a vision. Pain ripped through my skull and the cold sensation returned, consuming all of me. When I brought my lips to his once more, I finally felt the gentle rise of his chest. I pulled back, just as he began gasping for air.

His eyes fluttered wildly. His hands trembled, and he choked back a cry against the pain of the knife lodged in his body.

In the distance, the sound of sirens blared. The girl had called an ambulance to our location after all.

He was going to be okay.

Knowing that, hoping it desperately, I grabbed handfuls of the scattered bills and shoved them into my bag. It wasn’t my proudest moment, but I needed the money just as much as the Westfield University heir—Kasem—needed the air in my lungs.

“We’re even now,” I said, but even saying the words made me burn with guilt.

I was about to reach for the last few bills, when I felt something cool against my hand. I looked up. His hand brushed against mine. The moment was so intimate, so vulnerable, that I almost dropped all of the money I’d stolen then and there.

But then, just as his fingers grazed mine, the vision I’d been fighting overtook me, and I was transported into the looking glass once more.

I was surrounded by white lilies. But in this vision, I was looking at myself. I lay on my back and the Westfield heir carried me in his arms. I could see him clearly, as if I were looking into the night sky. He was trembling, and a voice in the distance snapped him out of his reverie.

“Let her go,” a voice said. “You have your inheritance. What more do you want, Kasem?”

This vision was different from the others. It wasn’t taking place in the past. Not like the other ones always had. This vision was of the future. It was the only explanation for seeing myself with a man I’d just met earlier that day, in a garden I’d never set foot in before. A garden I somehow knew would be in Westfield University.

I jolted forward, and I was back in the alley, kneeling over Kasem.

The vision was gone. Kasem’s voice drew me from my trance. When he spoke, his words were a light whisper.

“I told you I would die,” he said. He was teasing me. Even in this state, he had the nerve to be glib. If he hadn’t already been stabbed, I would have shanked him myself.

“You’re not going to die. You’re going to survive.”

“You’re making me doubt you.” He shot me a weak smile, one with the faint trace of a dimple. “No one lives forever,” he said. “You can’t promise me any different.”

“You’re not going to die now,” I said. “Is that better?”

His lashes fluttered and the light drained from his eyes as he began to lose consciousness.

“Wake up,” I said, bringing my hands to his cheek, my voice panicked, my own breath catching in my throat. The thought of him closing his eyes and never opening them again sent a current of dread through me. “You lost a lot of blood, and I know you’re in pain, but you need to keep fighting. The paramedics will be here soon.”

Their sirens drew closer and everything inside of me screamed for them to hurry. But I couldn’t stay. If the paramedics or the police found me here, I’d have to explain why I’d taken Kasem’s money. Or worse, I’d have to explain why I had the victim’s bracelet and where I’d found it. I could try to describe the attackers from my vision, but I doubted the police would believe a “psychic.” No one would.

Kasem tugged at the hem of my shirt as I made to stand.

“Don’t leave me.”

After everything, he was asking for my help. And with those three syllables, my heart broke.

The sirens were getting closer. Time was running out.

I moved away from him, zipping my bag stashed with the money as I crawled to the other side of the alleyway.

“I’m sorry. I need to go.” Faltering, I managed to stand. “I saw your future,” I said. “You’ll survive this. You’ll get that inheritance you wanted. You’ll be okay, Kasem.”

I slipped away, just before the paramedics raced into the alley. I watched from afar as they brought their equipment to his side, tending to his wounds before lifting him on a stretcher and away to safety.

I’d saved him. But the sinking sensation that something was wrong anchored me in the alley. Instinctively, my hand reached for him. But he was gone.

The moment my lips had found his, I’d brought him back from the realm of the dead into the realm of the living. But in the future I’d witnessed, surrounded by lilies and carried in his arms, a trace of death lingered in our kiss. Like a promise, like we’d sealed our fates with it.






3 MONTHS LATER…
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CHAPTER FIVE

I defy you, stars

BEFORE THAT NIGHT IN THE alleyway, I’d only ever seen my future once: when the fire killed my family.

My mother, a stage mom whose psychic powers I’d inherited, had mapped every detail of my life until that moment. Unlike me, her powers let her channel far into the future. Every booking we’d gotten, every audition, she claimed she’d seen it in my lifeline. According to her, I was ordained to be a star. But just as stars shone brightly, they burned too. So when she’d spitefully booked me on a talent show for former stars on the same day as my audition to Westfield—even after I’d told her I wanted to retire my Baby Mozart act—I took things into my own hands. I’d snuck out, paid the fare for the bus, and taken the fan boat to Westfield.

But of course, she found a way to track me down right before I was set to perform.

“Our lifelines are connected, Sianna,” she’d whispered to me at my audition. Westfield’s recital hall was massive, including a backstage packed with dressing rooms and intersecting mazes that led to center stage. My mother followed me, my father close behind, as I sped through its hallways, trying to get onstage before my audition started. “There’s still time to get you on the talent show,” she said. “Don’t do this, Sianna.”

At the time, her visions of the future had gotten worse, more frequent, overpowering. And so too had her migraines and nosebleeds.

With her symptoms came paranoia.

I didn’t want to be a singer or an actress or a performer. I didn’t want my powers to one day manifest and make me lose touch with the present, to see the past in everything and chase a future that would never become a reality. I wanted to be normal. As normal as a fourteen-year-old attending college seemed to be at the time. And that meant getting the Westfield University judges to offer me a full ride in their music program so I could finally pursue music for me, instead of for my parents or anyone else. Other child stars I’d met were even younger than me when they’d emancipated themselves from their parents. School would be my freedom. School would save me from the deathly rungs of fame.

“Sianna, you will not get on that stage,” my mother said, her voice louder now, more determined. “We are leaving.”

She took my hand, but I yanked it away.

“I’ll scream. I swear I will.”

The two of us locked eyes, facing off. I knew she wouldn’t want to make a scene by dragging me out of the concert hall. And when the judges called my name, I tore away from her, pushing back the curtain and taking the stage despite her and my father’s pleas.

Even now, years later, the moments of that fateful piano performance played back in my mind like a film: the captivated silence of the audience, the burn of the spotlight glaring down on me. My fingers danced across keys as I played the final half of my piano rendition of Joseph Bologne, Chevalier de Saint-Georges’s Violin Concerto op. 3, no. 1. The swell of music was intoxicating, a sweet melody of lavender and springtime that spelled the audience into a trance. In the crowd, faintly, I made out an impression of faces; there at the front of the auditorium sat the faculty from Westfield. I should’ve been nervous or scared. But for some reason, I couldn’t stop smiling. Because in the quick moments when I caught the eyes of the faculty watching, it was clear: They were riveted by my music, and, backstage, even my parents were too.

I was going to get in.

But then, my index finger struck the next note. I was sucked into a vision, the first I’d ever had. Fire. And it was everywhere.

My mother had once warned me that our powers manifested when death and life became concurrent. I’d never understood what she meant, until that very moment. And she’d been right.

The flames had started somewhere in the building before my performance, and in the midst of my audition, my vision showed the fire reaching the auditorium. Apparently, I’d started to scream even as music streamed from the piano keys. But no one had believed my warning about the fire. At the time, I didn’t know what I was seeing—whether it was the past or the future. But it didn’t matter. Because when I finally managed to detach from the vision and return to the present, the world had already melted into a ball of fire and ash. Shrieks tore through the auditorium, and the scorching embers of flames were all-consuming.

Maybe predicting the inevitable made it so. Perhaps the fire wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t gone to Westfield that day. And even now, I wondered, if I hadn’t saved Kasem Saint James in that alley, maybe my powers wouldn’t be unraveling as they were all these months later. Maybe I wouldn’t have to return to the place where tragedy first upended my life.

But my reality was this: Nearly six years after the events of that fated day, and just three months after the stabbing in the alleyway, I was enrolled in the school that had stripped everything from me…
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It was the cusp of daybreak. Remnants of sleep clung to my lashes like dew, and morning still felt like an afterthought. I and the other freshmen stood at a dock deep in Virginia’s swampy wetlands, where Westfield University’s campus awaited.

Ever since the night that Kasem and I crossed paths in that alleyway, my visions had become relentless and less controlled, like my mother’s. I couldn’t escape them, and despite how much Louisa and I had tried, we’d found no respite to ease the migraines that the visions induced.

Throughout it all, I’d thought of nothing but Jojo and what I’d seen that night. But he’d stopped responding to my messages and had vacated his apartment without a goodbye. And just as I’d searched for answers, he’d disappeared with his secrets.

If it wasn’t for my powers unraveling and the constant pain I was in, I probably would have gone with Louisa to Rhode Island and tried to forget what had happened that night.

But something had changed irrevocably within me since I’d saved the Westfield heir. And if my powers had started glitching because of that night, after I’d channeled into his future, then maybe the answers were here, in Westfield, with him.

Which meant that I needed to disappear, to blend in and track him down. And somehow, I’d find a way to fix my powers.

At the dock where all the new admits waited, almost everyone had found pairings or groups. As usual, I was alone. I’d brought with me only my canvas book bag and a suitcase.

“Everyone, line up. The boat’s here.”

Our resident assistant, a skinny blond girl with pale skin, a pixie cut, and the ghost of freckles on her face, waved for us to approach the dock’s perimeter. The humidity of the swamp dampened the baby hairs on the back of my neck, sticking them to my skin. Beads of sweat lined my brow. A dull pain throbbed in my head. I slung my book bag over my shoulder and grabbed my carry-on.

Summer was over.

The semester had begun.

All the freshmen gathered together, starry-eyed and brimming with excitement.

Being here now sent my mind racing. Because as much as I liked to pretend otherwise, at one point, I’d dreamed of being enrolled here for so long.

Westfield was one of the oldest academic institutions in the country—a beacon of innovation and the arts. Elite, private, and surrounded by the protection of swamplands, it’s where politicians’ kids, the children of celebrities, and new money elite came to rebrand and be taken seriously. Not an Ivy, but close enough. Yet here I was, searching for its heir, searching for answers from that night.

“Careful where you step, babes,” the RA said as we gathered together. “You don’t want to slip off the dock, especially when the boat arrives. It’s happened to other freshies before.”

The others rushed to line up, and I recoiled from the jostling arms and hands. I was acutely aware that my hands were bare, my fingertips dangerously exposed. But wearing my gloves now would mean standing out or drawing attention to myself.

The roar of an engine sounded in the distance. From the depths of the swamp, a large fan boat weaved through the murky waters and parked at the dock where we’d gathered.

I followed the line of first-years onto the boat. It was nearly full by the time it was my turn to descend the steps into it. Rows of seats lined the front, enough for twelve out of the twenty-four of us waiting. I managed to secure a spot in the middle of the platform, then shoved my book bag under my seat and rested my carry-on next to me.

Our driver, an older gentleman with a mane of silver hair and an enigmatic disposition, whistled for those of us who were standing to take a seat. Of course, when I did, the RA sat beside me.

Her smile was prim and bright.

“I hope that’s not all you’re bringing?” she said, eyeing my suitcase and my carry-on. “How will you survive the semester?”

“Are you supposed to be on the boat?” I asked, ignoring her questions. “Or should you be waiting with the others on the dock?”

The line of freshmen remained restless, some murmuring in annoyance that they’d have to wait even longer to see Westfield.

“Of course I should be here. I’m your RA. Well, not yours. I’m actually the resident assistant for Ivy House, but I’m at Poppy House most of the time now.” She paused, catching herself, as if she’d been about to let something slip that she shouldn’t have. “Since that’s where all the trainings for resident assistants happen.”

The driver spurred the engines to life and we jolted forward.

“It’s Honey, by the way,” the RA said, holding her hand out for me to take. “Honey Garnier.”

Instead of shaking her hand, I crossed my arms, being careful not to let my fingertips touch the fabric of my own clothes. I gestured to one of the students sitting behind me, a girl who was openly gawking at me.

“Should we switch? I think I heard them say they had a few questions for you about Westfield.”

Of course, the girl behind me hadn’t said anything to that effect in the slightest. But she’d been whispering my stage name to one of the other freshmen, and the chain reaction had caused others to recognize me as Baby Mozart. Even with the roar of the fan boat, their whispers curdled against the backs of my ears.

That’s her, isn’t it? Baby Mozart.

I heard she got arrested.

I heard she stabbed some man in an alleyway.

I heard she saved him.

I closed my eyes, tuning it out. After all, this was why I’d come to Westfield. But hearing speculation from strangers—no, future classmates—all of it was suffocating.

After the stabbing, reports that the victim had been a Saint James were everywhere. I’d already been spotted talking to Kasem at Gus’s shop, after all, and given my exceedingly public connection to the fire at Westfield University, I’d been brought in for questioning. Some claimed my motives had been a revenge killing for Westfield not doing more for the families who had died in the fire. Other internet sleuths pointed out how some bloodied bills had been found, while others were missing, and started rumors that I’d worked with the attackers because I was a washed-up star who’d turned to robbery to survive.

For a while, I’d seriously thought I’d go down for it. But then the police questioned the girl on the phone, the one who’d made the actual call to the paramedics. Her testimony had cleared me, and a few stories started cropping up about how Baby Mozart had reported the crime and helped save the victim. I’d been let go and the search for the true suspects had started again.

There were speculations that two men had been arrested in connection with the attack and that they’d been let out on bail, but I couldn’t find anything further.

“Don’t worry,” Honey said. “They’ll get over it. There are tons of famous people at Westfield. Most of the students—at least, most of us upperclassmen—are low-key about celebrities attending classes with us. And there are actually a lot in your year. I think there’s a Hearst, and the usual admits whose parents are senators, and at least one person whose dad starred in another reboot of A Star Is Born. Do they call them reboots? There are, like, a million of them.” Her words trailed off into a sigh as she turned to face me, her eyes shifting to my hands before darting to my third-degree-burned fingertips and the bracelet I wore on my left wrist.

It stood out against my dark brown skin, gleaming bright and iridescent under the emerging sunlight. When the RA didn’t speak and just kept staring, I yanked on my sleeve, hiding the Westfield heir’s bracelet from her view.

Her eyes glanced over the rest of me and I could feel her judgment: the out-of-season jeans and yellow turtleneck that I was sporting, the canvas book bag I’d brought with me—all of it I’d gotten from the decrepit alleys of Center City Mall and the free-ninety-nine aisles of its dumpster diving department. Not exactly the haute couture expected of a former child star.

“None of them have a criminal record, though,” Honey continued. At my expression, she gave me a sheepish look. “Sorry, I overheard. Plus, like I said, a lot of famous people are in your class, and that stabbing was just a few months ago. Did you know he was a Saint James when you tried to rob him?”

“You shouldn’t believe everything you read online,” I said.

Luckily for me, she hadn’t made the connection that my bracelet had belonged to the victim. None of the reports had mentioned its existence.

But her line of questioning brought back memories of that night in the alleyway, from the asphalt street streaked in bloodied hundred-dollar bills to our fingers touching, just a brush, and the Westfield heir—Kasem—drawing me closer.

“People are going to wonder if that’s why you enrolled after all these years,” she continued. “Like, are you going to finish the job or something?”

“If the school thought I was a threat, they wouldn’t have let me attend,” I snapped. Heat warmed my cheeks, and I took comfort in the fact that my anger was imperceptible against my dark skin. “Besides, I’m here on a music scholarship.”

It wasn’t a lie. Not entirely.

“I want to play again,” I said. “Like I used to. And I thought being at Westfield for the next few years would help me get back into music without all the baggage.”

“Oh,” the RA said after a long pause, before adding, “That’s so empowering. Like, that you’re doing music, even though you”—she grimaced—“have been through so much. Like, I always thought, why don’t underprivileged people become doctors or lawyers or financial brokers or something that actually makes money? But doing art or music or acting or sports totally makes sense for someone like you. Because art is suffering. And I think that’s really beautiful.” She took a breath, finally exhaling at the tail end of her tangent. “You’re so going to love the scholarship student dorms,” she said, smiling. “There are a bunch of you there with underprivileged backgrounds.”

I didn’t know if she was being condescending or genuinely believed what she was saying, but she seemed to realize the optics of her words, because she added, “Greek life gets their own houses too. Kin to kin, each like to its like—or something like that. That’s how Westfield builds its communities.”

“And what are you studying again?” I probed. Not that I probably needed to even ask. She seemed like the type of person who’d tell you the last four digits of her Social Security number if you breathed long enough in front of her.

“Math, with a minor in history and fashion,” she said. Then she leaned forward, cupping her hand over my ear before whispering, “But actually, I’m studying to be a part of a coven.”

At my startled expression, she burst out laughing.

“It was a joke, girl. A joke. There were rumors that you were doing psychic readings at the mall where the stabbing happened. You know, Westfield has some sororities that are into that woo-woo stuff. You could probably join, if you’re interested in that new age thing.”

“I don’t believe in magic,” I said, unnerved that she’d once again mentioned the night in the alleyway.

“So then you weren’t doing readings at Center City Mall,” she said. “Damn. You really can’t trust the tabloids.”

This time, I didn’t answer her.

But she was already staring into the distance and, so too, I realized, were the others in the fan boat. A hum of anticipation churned among us as the foggy swamp waters slowly gave way to land.

“There it is,” she said. “Do you see it in the distance?”

Whispers filled the boat. A guy next to me leaned forward in his seat, while another girl cleaned a set of golden theater binoculars that she’d brought with her to get a better look. My gaze followed hers to the canopy of trees that shrouded the sun-cast morning sky. Yet even as the first hints of light shone across the swamp, the trees’ tangled branches and drooping leaves were melancholic, like a procession of swooning husks and brittle bones leading to Westfield.

The air was tinged with dirt, and the bitter taste of sulfur burned at the back of my throat. Here lay death and decay, where the discarded dregs of upper society, nepo babies, the affluent, and the scholarship kids lucky enough to carve out a spot among them, were desiccated into ash and resurrected into something shinier and newer: degree-wielding members of the new elite who could run their parents’ businesses or start their careers as fully formed members of society.

I’d come here for answers. Yet, like the others, I found myself waiting breathlessly for a full view of the school, and when it emerged, I gasped in tandem with them. Honey smiled, as if she too was recalling the first time she’d seen the university grounds.

“Welcome to your new home,” she said to us all. “Welcome to Westfield.”







CHAPTER SIX

The omen coming

OUR GROUP WAS ONE OF the first to arrive at campus. We waited near the shore until the last group joined us, and together, we took in the sight of Westfield like we were all breathing oxygen for the first and last time.

The grounds stretched on for what felt like an eternity. Gravel walkways and perfectly trimmed hedges framed acres of freshly cut lawns and two separate gardens. The campus itself was divided into three branches: the dorms and staff quarters, the recreational center and the conservatory, and then there, at the center of it all, the university’s main campus, which contained the School of Business, the School of Fine Art, the School of Humanities, and the School of Sciences and Technology.

Their structures were imposing, colorless edifices at the heart of the campus, from their Gothic spires that jutted like sharpened fangs into the heavens to the stained glass windows, scored brick walls, and extended arches that loomed up ahead. Honey explained that most people on campus except for faculty were probably asleep in their dorms or away before classes began.

“Scholarship students, follow me,” Honey said. She looked at me as she spoke, and embarrassment burned through me. But I kept my expression blank, despite being singled out. “Legacies and regular admission,” she continued, “Adam and Erin will guide you through campus and the conservatory.” She gestured to a white guy and girl who’d been waiting at the dock when we’d first arrived, and they waved for groups to join them.

The driver shut off the engine. But he didn’t step off the boat, even as we filed off toward campus. Two-thirds of the first-year students, the legacies and regular admits, walked down the main trail to where Adam, Erin, and a gathering of Westfield staff waited for them with refreshments. I and the other scholarship students trekked behind with Honey. In the back of my mind, I couldn’t help but notice how when Honey separated the legacies and regular admits from the scholarship students, there was a clear divide among our undergraduate class. My brief time in the foster care system and in medical facilities had shown me just how intrinsic and insidious racial and economic divides were across institutions; it didn’t matter if it was health care, child welfare, the entertainment industry—all of them had been this way. And Westfield University was no different.

Here, most of the legacies and regular admits were white, though there were a few Black and Asian students too. But among the scholarship students, there was a wider pool of skin tones and complexions.

I shot a look at a girl who stood at the edge of our group. Other than me, she was one of the few Black girls enrolling this year with a scholarship. She had light brown skin, dyed chestnut hair, and warm brown eyes. She wore a pleated moss-colored skirt, a white blouse, and a navy-and-green plaid blazer with Westfield’s lily crest embroidered on it. Next to her was a guy with pale skin, auburn hair, and wire-rimmed glasses. He wasn’t wearing Westfield iconography but seemed just as intrigued by the fact that the girl had already managed to get her hands on one of the coveted Westfield blazers.

Even back in the city, when I’d been living off tips and my hours being a psychic at Center City Mall, I’d seen Westfield students casually wear the blazer over their designer clothes while shopping at the mall or getting dinner. This girl’s blazer looked strangely outdated compared with the ones I’d seen other Westfield students wear, and I wondered if she’d found it in a secondhand store. Her short height fit the frame of the blazer like a doll, and against the soft glow of morning sun, her figure was like a mirage glittering in the light.

As Honey began explaining orientation rules, I approached the girl.

“Poppy House was supposed to get its own resident assistant,” she whispered when I neared, as if she could read the questioning look in my expression. “But Honey’s covering last minute.”

I nodded. “Yeah, she mentioned that.” If my powers weren’t so out of control, I could have shaken Honey’s hand, seen the full backstory of how she’d wound up in her position. But this would suffice. “Do you know what happened to our original RA? Doesn’t seem like Honey really…” I paused, glancing at Honey in her designer clothes with an RA T-shirt pulled over them to make her seem more approachable.“… gets it,” I finished.

“Of course she doesn’t,” the girl said. “She’s a Garnier.”

“Oh?”

The girl rolled her eyes. “The Garniers, as in that old money Virginia family that’s been around here since, what, the 1800s?”

“I’m from New York, originally,” I said. I didn’t add that my family had moved out there initially when my Baby Mozart videos had started taking off. Before then, we’d lived in a small Maryland suburb, and before that, my mother and her side of the family were immigrants from West Africa in the ’90s. My dad and his family, on the other hand, moved from the South to Chicago during the Great Migration, while the other side of his family was from Virginia. All of this was easily verified on the Baby Mozart fan page. Though, from the looks of it, the girl didn’t seem to recognize me.

“Her parents are on Westfield’s board of trustees,” the girl said, continuing her explanation. “Honey’s a legacy, and her family and the Saint Jameses practically own Westfield. I mean, the Saint Jameses literally do, but that’s neither here nor there,” she said with a shrug. “The only reason Honey agreed to be an RA was so her parents wouldn’t force her into rehab after what happened last year.”

At my wide-eyed expression, a wry smile formed on her lips. “I’m Vivian,” the girl said. “Vivian Smith. I started my first term at Westfield a while ago but never finished.”

“Hence why you know the Westfield gossip,” I said. I smiled back at her. “I’m Sianna.”

With my powers not as they once were, someone like Vivian, who had been to Westfield before, was quick to run her mouth, and had an ear to the ground, could be an ally. If she could help me find Kasem, then I could confront him about my powers and figure out what had happened that night.

“Last name?” Vivian asked.

“Oh, I mean… does that matter?”

“That’s all that matters at Westfield,” Vivian said. “You’ll learn soon enough.” She ran a hand over her hair, which had been straightened and gathered on top of her head into a huge bun, while her bangs swooped to the side of her head. As she did, I noticed the sleeve of her blazer was damp and dripping with swamp water.

“Sianna Grace Adu,” I said. “Does the middle name help?” The good part about being known simply as “Baby Mozart” was that most people who weren’t tabloid junkies or on fan forums didn’t actually know who I was.

Vivian smiled. “You’re not local but you got a scholarship?” she observed. “Interesting. They usually save them for in-state students.”

“My dad’s side is from Virginia. And I’m here on a music scholarship.”

That seemed to satisfy Vivian. “I’d shake your hand,” she said, “but…” We both glanced down at her hands, which were wet with swamp water.

“Did you, like, fall in?” I joked.

Vivian frowned. But then, thankfully, she giggled softly at my bad attempt at a joke.

With Honey leading us, our group followed closely. I expected us to pass through the main part of campus to get to our dorms. Instead, Honey led us to a side path, away from the towering structure of the main campus, past the ivory facades of Westfield’s Greek life housing. It took us nearly half an hour to arrive as we ducked past weeping willows, our shoes caught in muddied underpasses and overgrowth. At one point, I saw a yellow snake burrowing behind a rotting tree as the path slowly deteriorated into an overgrown trail.

Finally, we arrived in front of a group of three multistory houses. A wooden gate, with the words WELCOME TO POPPY HOUSE carved into it, enclosed the structures. The words were painted in Westfield colors: ivory white, blue, and green. While the three houses were identical, each framed by mahogany awnings, Honey clarified that they were separated by academic year. One of the buildings housed all the scholarship graduate students, while the two that housed undergraduate scholarship students were designated for first-years in one building and everyone else in the other one.

Honey led us to the first-year scholarship student house.

“Take the morning to freshen up and put your things away,” Honey said. “Your orientation starts in the afternoon.”

A South Asian guy clad in Westfield regalia raised his hand.

Honey seemed confused by the gesture. “Babes, this isn’t class. You don’t have to raise your hand.”

“Aren’t we getting a tour?” he asked.

When Honey didn’t answer, he moved past her, back in the direction of campus. But she stopped him, all of the bubbly energy and lightness deflating from her instantly.

“No one goes to campus unescorted,” she said, taking a breath as if to calm herself before continuing. “Look, the fan boats were late. You all had the option of having your luggage sent to your dorms ahead of time. Most of the legacies and regular admits did. You didn’t. If you had, we wouldn’t have needed this stop in the first place, and you could have joined their tour too.”

Of course, Honey didn’t mention that Westfield charged half a grand just for moving our things into the dorms ahead of time, an amount that our scholarships didn’t cover.

Honey smiled, her voice light and airy again, but forced. “Don’t worry,” she continued. “You’ll get to see all of Westfield in a bit. There’s also when your classes start. Think of it as an adventure.” If the words were supposed to be a consolation, they were a poor imitation of one. “Now, does anyone have any questions before we meet back here for orientation?”

Her answer didn’t appease the group, and there were more rumblings, more questions.

Honey rubbed her forehead. “You’re asking, like, so many things. Look, if you have a complaint, talk to your academic adviser or the dean of your school, okay?”

This time, no one else spoke.

“Great,” she said, beaming at us. She pulled out her phone and dialed a number and began walking back up the trail, not seeming to care that her conversation was projecting. “Hey,” she said, “I brought them to Poppy House. Can you pick me up? This place is such a dirt hole and I think I just ruined my new Loubs.” Honey covered the phone with her hand, glancing between the now mud-stained red-bottom heels she wore and our group. “No offense,” she whispered with an apologetic smile. “I promise I’ll donate them to your dorm’s take shelf.”

Then she retreated to the path that she’d brought us from, not looking back as she disappeared into the foliage.

The group of us stood there. Then, one by one, people started grabbing their suitcases and book bags and ascending the steps to the entrance of Poppy House’s freshman dorm.







CHAPTER SEVEN

If there were a sympathy in choice

AT POPPY HOUSE, A STUDENT volunteer and a security guard screened us before we were let upstairs. When it was my turn to swipe my key card, the guard gave me a curt nod when the scanner flashed green.

I walked through to the other side, where a student volunteer with Joseph on his name tag waited for us. He didn’t look as refined as Honey, but there was something more subtle about his pristine blazer and trousers that gave me the sense he was an upperclassman too, and one of the rich ones.

“Welcome to Westfield,” Joseph said, gesturing for me to follow the other freshmen inside. “The elevator’s broken, so you’ll have to take the stairs. Make sure to swipe your Westfield ID card between stairwells. It’s a one-way lock system, meaning that you’re able to leave without having to swipe for access.” He was reading off his phone as he spoke. “In the case of an emergency where the system shuts down, you’ll die inside. Damn, I meant ‘you’ll still be able to get outside.’” He gave us a sheepish smile. “I’m covering last minute, so I’m getting used to the new security procedures.”

Honey had said that too. That she was covering for someone else.

“Your ID cards are also key cards, and they give you access to other buildings on campus. In the morning, no key card activation is required for campus buildings,” Joseph continued. “Most professors will have you scan into the lecture halls to take attendance. All buildings require key card access from ten in the evening to seven in the morning the next day. As freshmen, you’re cleared for your school building, your dorm, the medical center, and the lunch halls. But you can only access the other buildings, like the libraries and recreational halls, during public hours, when key cards aren’t required. If you’re caught in a restricted location after hours, your access will be revoked. You’ll also lose merit points.”

To demonstrate, he walked over to someone who’d been examining their key card as he explained the university’s policy.

“Merit points are associated with your student profile. They’re linked to your ID card, and faculty, staff, and student leaders like Honey and me are able to deduct or reward points based on achievement, disciplinary behavior, or anything related.” He tapped the girl’s card over his phone, and both of their profiles, along with the symbol for Poppy House for the freshman girl and the symbol for Rose House for him, appeared on the screen. “On your student profile, you’ll see how many merit points you have.” Below their photos and names, floating bubbles indicated how much merit they both had. Joseph’s was at 8,505. The freshman was at 500.

“All first-years start with that amount,” Joseph explained. “At the end of the year, when they give awards for dean’s list, there are also awards for merit. The highest earners get a dinner with the president of Westfield, the dean of your school, the provost, and the board of trustees.” He swiped up on her screen and the freshman’s merit went up by five points, while his decreased by five. “Since I’m a student leader, giving merit decreases from my pool. But we’re encouraged to give merit points. Charity is one of the pillars of Westfield.” He swiped down on her phone and the girl’s merit went back down. Joseph’s points remained the same, with the five points deducted from his merit pool. “And we don’t gain points when we take them away.” He handed the freshman her key card and put his phone away. “At the end of the semester, your merit should be around fifteen hundred points. And if you’re wondering what happens if you’re under the merit expectations… Well, that’s when you’re sent to Provost Henning.”

I wondered how long Westfield had had this “merit” system. And the key card requirement for every building on campus; we were supposed to be students, but it felt like we were one step away from being in a maximum security prison.

“If you’d like to wait in the lounge until orientation starts, feel free,” Joseph continued. “That would be on the second floor. There’s a new TV set up, and the pantry room on the other side. First-years don’t have access to kitchens, but your ID card will get you campus food.”

One by one, we stepped through the metal detector. When it was my turn, I had to walk by twice. The gold ring on my bracelet set it off. Eventually, I was let in with the others. Inside, the musty scent of old oak and carpet assaulted my senses. Even though I wasn’t channeling my powers at the moment, it felt like I’d stepped back in time, back to the haunting days of the antebellum era when candlesticks lit homes and the horrors of slavery loomed. Poppy House creaked with age. Everything, from the worn wooden floorboards to the scored walls and layers of chipped paint, spoke of the decades in which the building had been used, perhaps as far back as Westfield’s establishment in 1830.

The only sense of technology and the modern age was that at every stairway, just like Joseph had explained, there was a blinking key card scanner. Students on the first floor could only access the first two floors with their key cards because everyone had access to the main floor and the second-floor lounge. But they couldn’t access above that, and students on the third floor only had access to the three floors. And so on, and so on. My room was on the fifth floor, which meant I had access to every stairwell floor, but from each scan, I could tell that the system was recording how much time I stayed on each floor.

“They really don’t want us on campus,” I observed as Vivian and I climbed the stairs. She didn’t say which floor she was on, but she also didn’t have any of her things, so I figured she’d arrived with an earlier fan boat group and unpacked them at that point or had paid for luggage drop-off services.

“Westfield is huge. It’s easy to get lost,” she said simply.

“But we need to swipe in our IDs at almost every entrance. They could have done anything to renovate the old buildings, but they only did the security access?” And then there was the tour. “We’re not allowed to move freely on campus, but legacies and regular admits are? Doesn’t sound like a security measure to me.”

“I know. They used to do separate tours for each house. Poppy House had their own, and so did Rose House and Ivy House,” Vivian said, walking up with me. “Rose House being regular admits, Ivy being—”

“Legacies and rich kids.”

Vivian nodded. “Exactly. They used to let us go on combined tours after some protests a bit ago, but I guess there’s still some reluctance to have the Poppies with everyone else. I know there was a huge backlash when Westfield started its scholarship program. A lot of the old families and alumni worried that it’d ruin Westfield’s heritage and competitive edge. Westfield is progressive now, but it hasn’t always been.”

I laughed at the irony of her words. The moment Honey had divided us scholarship students from the legacies and regular admits, the class makeup of first-year students looked like something out of a segregated history book.

“It’s true,” Vivian said. “Things started changing after Mr. LBJ. But Westfield University was one of the last of the big universities to admit women after the Ivies did.”

And this was the kind of place where my aunt said I’d be able to build my future. A place that was so stuck in the past, even its informal traditions were catching up to modern times.

“I’ve been to the tour, though,” Vivian continued. “Last year, when Nathan was the resident assistant. He didn’t do that ‘scholarship students are making the heritage of Westfield impure’ shtick that Honey, Joseph, and everyone else here seems to be stuck on. He was the first scholarship student that got to be a resident assistant for Poppy House.”

“What happened to him?” I asked.

Vivian didn’t meet my gaze. She was quiet for a long moment, and then she spoke.

“There was—an accident.”

“An accident?” I repeated.

“At the end of the semester. These buildings are very old, you know. It’s easy to get lost, easy for things to happen.” I stared at her, waiting for her to explain further. But she waved for me to keep walking up the stairs. We turned the corner, up another flight of steps to the fifth floor.

“Anyway,” she continued, “keeping a scholarship at Westfield isn’t easy. A lot of us need to take breaks between semesters to save for what our scholarships don’t cover, like joining Greek life or club dues. And then there’s also the pressure of maintaining grades. Outside of classes, you’ll probably be stuck here or in the libraries, studying to keep up your GPA so they don’t kick you out. No time for wandering around where you’re not wanted.” She gave a little laugh, even though there was an intensity to her words. “And I’ll just say it. I’m glad they’ve improved security on campus. These are old buildings. Plenty of people have died here over the years. What’s the harm in making sure no one’s where they shouldn’t be?”

Prickles of anxiety strung through my nerves.

“Are you saying Nathan died here last year?”

For the first time since we’d met, Vivian looked serious. Gravely so.

“I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors about the accidents on campus. All I’m saying is, if you look for trouble, don’t be surprised when you find it.”

Kasem had said this too, back at Gus’s store. But students dying? That was something deeper and twisted, and with my powers unraveling, it made me question if I’d made the right decision coming here instead of leaving Virginia with Louisa.

A sharp pain cut through my forehead. I winced, stopping for a moment so I could collect myself.

Having to keep my powers at bay while holding on to my secondhand luggage and climbing up five flights of stairs wasn’t easy. It meant that half the time I was watching my footsteps, and the other half I was seeing flashbacks in my mind of Louisa digging the suitcase out of her attic.

When we reached a door at the end of a secluded hallway on the fifth floor, I eagerly dropped the suitcase.

Along the ivory-painted walls, old landscape paintings were mounted in gold frames. The hallway was lit by a chandelier made of crystal droplets that shimmered with a soft gold light. A single window took up the end of the hallway. Streaks of sunlight peeked between the falling leaves of a nearby willow tree, beaming into the corridors.

“This is me,” I said. “Dorm 505.”

“Lucky number,” Vivian said quietly. “Listen, if you want some advice for doing well here, keep your head down. Mind your business. And don’t get yourself involved in any of the politics. Okay? I can’t promise that’ll help you graduate, but it’ll at least get you through your first year. Not that it says much, coming from me.”

I pressed my student ID against the key card scanner beneath the doorknob. When I did, a light flashed green, then blue, then white. The door beeped and I pushed it open.

“That should be easy. I hate politics.”

“Oh, you say that now, but talk to me again in a week, after you rush a sorority.”

The two of us stood awkwardly in front of my door. Because my room was at the end of the hallway, all of the footsteps and other voices in the hall were farther away, almost out of reach.

“Fine,” I said, “I won’t rush.” I hadn’t been planning to anyway.

“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” Vivian said. “I’m not saying you shouldn’t join. I’m in a sisterhood myself, you know. And do you know what our motto is?” A small, nearly imperceptible smile formed on her lips. She pressed her thumb against the center of her mouth, and when she spoke, she kept her hand there, unwavering as her lips parted, speaking in another language I didn’t understand.

“Hye wo nhye.”

Her words were barely a whisper, so soft that the voices in the hallway should have drowned them out. And yet, I heard her as clearly as if her lips were mere inches from my ear, as if her voice was projecting from inside my thoughts and echoing from her mouth. I flinched back, and as I tried to collect myself, I realized the language that she’d spoken wasn’t English or Latin.

“Akan?” I asked.

There’d been a familiarity in the tone, a heavy, poetic drawl that brought back childhood memories.

Instinctively, I yanked at the cowrie shell bracelet on my wrist, touching it briefly enough that I was able to keep from being pulled into a vision of its past. In the time since I’d had it, the visions I’d seen had been scattered: incessant memories of that night in the alleyway, flashes of figures and shadows that brought migraines and nosebleeds so painful, I’d be anchored in bed for days on end. So, the bracelet stayed on my wrist, a danger close enough to reach, yet at bay from my powers.

“Just a phrase,” she said. “Most of the Greek life here have their mottos in Latin. But my sisterhood speaks of our mother tongue. Are you interested in joining?”

I thought of Honey, and how she’d joked about training to be part of a coven. Vivian had called her sorority a “sisterhood.” There was already a hierarchy here among the houses. Greek life was another part of Westfield’s incongruity.

“I’m good, actually,” I decided.

“A shame,” Vivian said. “But just so you know, there are more reasons to join a sorority than community or friendships.”

“Such as?” I asked, waiting.

She smiled, softly, sadly, like she wasn’t speaking to me at all but recalling something from memory. Slowly, she moved her thumb from her mouth, licking the tip of it and touching both of her ears. “Protection,” she said finally.

I suddenly wished that it wasn’t just the two of us in the hall. Below, I could hear the first-years settling into their rooms on the other floors. But it was just me and Vivian in the empty hallway, and the door to my room behind us both.

“If you change your mind about rushing,” she said, “let me know. We’re always looking for new sisters.”

Before I could refuse again, Vivian was already far enough down the hallway that she wouldn’t hear me.

It was strange. There was something about her that was comforting and made me uneasy all at once. But she’d been right about one thing: Westfield was huge and its buildings were old. Even the silence in the hallway was steeped in memories—memories of the students who’d lived here before me, the staff who’d cleaned up after them, and the faculty who monitored us. There was a heaviness to everything, a cloak of history and buried secrets that seeped from every floorboard, every wall, and every surface of Poppy House. I could feel it even as I entered my room.

Inside, there was a set of beds and two desks, each with a small lamp on the table. Someone had already claimed one bed, and their bags covered it and the desk near the only window in the room. Whoever my roommate was, they’d either come and placed their things there to claim their territory or paid for the unpacking services so that they could attend the tour.

With a sigh, I put my things down on the other desk in the room. I’d only brought a few clothes, one set of sheets, and travel-size bathroom supplies. I’d simplified everything I owned to this suitcase and book bag. It was easier to uproot my life from one place to another that way. It also meant I’d never feel like I was missing anything if I had to move on or leave something behind.

A recent addition to my “always bring with me” emergency item stash was gloves. I searched through my suitcase for them. The money was there, right where I’d stashed it at the bottom of my suitcase, but my heart sank when I realized that I hadn’t packed my gloves with it. I’d forgotten them entirely. Heat built against my eyes, the burn of my desperation to escape these perpetual migraines and visions clawing at the back of my mind now whenever I touched things.

I pressed my eyes shut, gathering my breath and trying to calm myself. I just needed practice. In the coming days, I could stop by the campus store and buy new gloves. In the meantime, I’d train myself to keep from channeling the past and to hold the visions at bay. And then, eventually, I wouldn’t need gloves at all.

I forced myself to pick up my phone and flip through my notifications.

There were six missed spam calls, one call from a clinic I’d visited to seek treatment for my migraines, one from Louisa asking me if I’d arrived okay, and an email from Westfield welcoming me for the school year.

But none of the messages were from Jojo.

He’d kept his word. Not once had he tried to reach out to me since his text. He was probably here somewhere, locked in one of the classrooms or libraries, writing papers and reading articles for the new research role. The thought of running into him made it hard to breathe.

I had so many questions about that night, and I couldn’t help the wave of unease that always settled in me when I thought of him arguing with Kasem’s bodyguard or how the bracelet had somehow ended up with him. But I calmed myself. I was here for Kasem, to see if he had answers to fix my powers. And if Jojo and I ran into each other, then we’d be strangers. Just like he’d wanted. I’d find my answers from that night without him.

I slipped my phone back in my pocket and looked out the window. Half of me expected Westfield to have security scanners or locks on the window too. But it was just a regular window, easy enough to open and close without some system tracking your movement.

The tree outside it was close enough that I figured I’d be able to climb down it pretty safely. Better that than go past security and have to explain that I was exploring campus to try and find the victim of the stabbing from months ago.

Quickly, I unlocked the window and removed the mesh screen. I hid it behind my desk, hoping it wouldn’t be too noticeable. Then I grabbed the Westfield blazer from my roommate’s chair, stuck my head out of the window, and began my descent.







CHAPTER EIGHT

Journeys end in lovers meeting

ORIENTATION WASN’T SUPPOSED TO BEGIN for a few hours. The way Honey had described it, all of the events would begin later in the afternoon. But when I arrived on the path back to main campus, voices seeped through the woods. In the distance, the sound of music filled the air, the operatic notes of a scorned singer’s cries. It was muffled only by the soft ring of laughter. I drew closer, peeking my head past the arching trees that obscured the main lawn. Faces emerged; the familiar stuck-up smirks of the legacies and regular admits who’d been separated from us after arriving at Westfield. They stood gathered on the front steps of Westfield’s main building, where a sign reading WELCOME FRESHMEN had been strung across the towering building’s arches. Everyone was here. Everyone except for us: scholarship students.

It’d been only a few hours, and of course the nepo babies had already formed their circle. One that was sanctioned by the university. Groups of faculty wove in and out of the clusters of first-year students. They were dressed in formal Westfield robes and drank from tall champagne flutes as they spoke to freshmen who trickled in and out of the main building.

For a moment, I thought of turning back. But I’d always known what I’d be getting into coming here. I just had to pretend like I was one of them. I closed my eyes, forced a smile on my face, and then walked the path toward the main lawn.

The first thing people did when they saw me was glance at my blazer and then look back at me in confusion. Which, again, I’d expected. I was used to those looks from rich assholes. But I’d hoped wearing the lily-embroidered Westfield blazer would help me fit in. I wasn’t even the only first-year donning the navy-and-green plaid jacket. Actually, there were a handful of other freshmen wearing it.

But instead of Westfield University’s lily symbol, some of the freshmen’s jackets had emblems of their specific dorms; most with an ivy, others a rose. I was sure the campus store sold blazers with a poppy emblem, but wearing one signifying Poppy House likely didn’t have much cachet. It’s probably why most of the Poppies like Vivian wore blazers with the lily emblem instead; as the university-wide symbol, it tied them to Westfield without singling out that they were scholarship students.

A reminder again of what Vivian had said about Ivy House and Rose House. Ivy for the legacies. Rose for the regular admission.

Even the crest could be a status symbol.

I kept walking, trying to ignore the long glances and whispers that trailed behind me. But the second looks made my blood boil. Just as I arrived at the entrance, a waiter stopped me.

“Move,” I said. And then, realizing this was friendly fire and that he wasn’t one of the nepo babies who kept glaring at me, I added, “Sorry. I meant ‘excuse me.’”

He glanced at the lily crest on my blazer for a long moment before swiping a drink from the tray of champagne flutes that he was carrying.

“Apple cider?” he asked, offering the flute to me.

“Oh,” I said. “Yes.” Of course the university wouldn’t be serving alcohol to its freshmen.

I took the drink but regretted it almost immediately. An image painfully flashed in my mind: the waiter standing in the kitchen moments before, pouring sparkling apple cider into the champagne flutes before spitting into the glasses. A small circle of other waiters surrounded him, and they laughed as they placed the contaminated drinks onto the serving tray for guests.

I couldn’t even be mad at the waiter. Just an hour before, Honey and Joseph had conned us scholarship students into missing the welcome celebration. It wasn’t surprising that some people weren’t taking the slight sitting down.

The waiter stared at me, waiting for me to drink with a measured smile on his face.

“I’m actually okay.”

I placed the glass back on the tray. He looked disappointed but quickly moved to the next empty-handed legacy student, who took the drink and downed it in one gulp. I hid my disgust and looked away before making my way farther into the welcome celebration.

When I walked through the double doors of the main hall, I was greeted by the chilling bite of air-conditioning set three degrees too low. Inside, ribbed arches lined the vast ceilings. The walls of the university were carved out of stone, and the marble floors had been shined to a glowing finish. There were more legacies and regular admits gathered together, all in their own spheres of orbit, talking with one another, networking, laughing, and mingling.

Up ahead, a group of faculty gathered. There were two men, and a blond girl with a pixie cut. I recognized her immediately.

Honey.

She talked animatedly to the two men; the first had pale skin, dark gray eyes, and light stubble on his chin with a chestnut-brown tinge that matched his trimmed straight hair. The second man was of a deeper complexion, his skin a rich shade of brown, his hair shaved into a buzz cut.

Their jackets looked different from Vivian’s or even the one I wore—they were newer, the lily emblem reimagined as a modern tessellation.

For a second, Honey’s gaze fell over me. The gesture, as minuscule as it was, caught the attention of both men.

I tried to pretend that I didn’t recognize Honey or the man with the buzz cut, even as he stared me down. But Jojo had already excused himself from the group. And now he was making his way toward me.







CHAPTER NINE

Roses have thorns

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?”

I forced a smile at Jojo, gesturing to the party hall around us.

“I’m a student. Obviously. This was my last year to enroll, so I did.”

Jojo looked frustrated, and I could tell that his mind was racing. Mine was too. We hadn’t seen each other in months, and now here we both were, at Westfield.

The irony of it all was laughable. Twisted, even.

“I thought you said you’d never come here,” he said.

“I can change my mind. I’m allowed to do that. And so are you, apparently.” I laughed, nodding to his new haircut and Westfield blazer. “You even shaved your locs. Are you actually Jojo Charles?” I should have known he’d been a fraud. Like, two first names. Really?

Instinctively, I reached for him, only stopping myself when he turned away, my palms brushing his cheek. The warmth of his touch made me ache in ways that tore at me.

I pulled away, clenching my fist. “And don’t say it wasn’t because of this place. I guess a research residency at Westfield is just too hot to turn down, even for you.”

“You don’t understand.”

“So, explain.”

His lips parted, but instead of answering, he took my hand. Heat blossomed in my cheeks, and suddenly, all the hurt and anger and rage I felt toward him for ignoring me these last few months dissipated against the feeling of our interlinked fingers. But then he spoke, his gaze hardened and focused on the bracelet I wore, and it all came crashing back.

“That doesn’t belong to you,” he hissed. He glanced behind him, worry etched in his expression. “And you’re playing with fire walking around here with it. At least cover it up or try to hide it. Do you want people to start asking questions?”

So he knew the bracelet belonged to the Westfield heir.

“Should they? I mean, it was in your car, Jojo. How exactly did it get there after the stabbing?”

For a moment, with our hands interlinked, a vision flashed in my mind, but Jojo moved his hand to my wrist, pulling me back to the present before my powers could take hold.

“Are you looking into my past?”

I yanked my hand from him.

“Not intentionally,” I admitted, crossing my arms and making sure my fingertips didn’t touch anything.

His gaze searched mine, the worry returning there. “Is something wrong with your powers? Is that why you’re here?”

He’d seen right through me. He knew me so well. And yet, I barely knew him.

“That doesn’t answer my question, Jojo. Why did you have the bracelet?”

“What are you trying to accuse me of, Sianna?” He was going to make me say it, daring me to voice my suspicions, even as I’d wanted to deny them.

And I couldn’t do it.

“Whatever you’re looking for,” Jojo said, “you won’t find it. Leave Westfield. It’s not worth being here.”

From the corner of my eye, I spotted Honey and the other man watching our unfolding argument. Other people were staring at us. Amid the crowd, whispers began to churn. Jojo noticed too.

“Let’s talk later,” he said, as if I’d already agreed to his offer, as if I was just some helpless, naive girl that he could keep stringing along.

“You can’t make me leave because of some cryptic warning. I have a scholarship. I belong here at Westfield, same way you do.”

He laughed.

“Look around, Sianna,” he said. “None of us belong in this school. We never will.”

But I’d already started walking away, slipping past groups of legacies and regular admits. Behind me, Jojo called my name, his footsteps following in pursuit. A waitress tried to stop me, but I ducked out of her way and turned a corner, and then another, and another, until the voices at the entrance of the hall grew distant.

A few paces away, I spotted a cracked door. One of the security key card readers had been installed beneath the knob. It blinked orange, rather than red or green, and I looked down to see a small wooden block wedging the door open. A soft breeze blew from the other side and the door groaned, drawing back ever so slightly before lurching forward.

Ahead of me, the hall continued to an intersection, but Jojo’s footsteps were getting closer and I was running out of time. If he or Honey found me, they’d probably deduct merit points from my student profile. I couldn’t start my time in Westfield with a disadvantage.

I made the decision in a split second, slipping through the door and pulling the wedge from its place. The lock clicked and a pulsing red light blinked from the key reader. Immediately, my body knew that I’d made the wrong choice.

I spun around and found myself at the entrance of a maze. This area was an open courtyard with perfectly trimmed hedges cutting a series of paths. It was early in the afternoon now, but dark clouds stretched their hand over the sky, and the only trickles of light came from the soft glow of a reddened sun. Cold wind pricked against the hairs on the back of my neck, and I wrapped my arms around myself to keep from shivering. There would be an exit on the other side of the maze. I just had to find it.

So, I started walking.

Gravel lined the path forward. The sound of my footsteps lifting dirt and stone lulled me into a comforting stride. The maze itself was towering. Dark green leaves growing from the hedges cast haunting shadows at every corner, their uniform trim unsettling as I trekked deeper and deeper.

Had I already turned this corner before? I turned back, only to find another hedge, another corner ahead. With each one I passed, the enclosure drew me in. The maze was eating itself like a snake swallowing its tail. Branches nicked against my arms, the hedges craning closer and closer with every turn. My footsteps beat against the gravel as the brisk evening wind pricked at my fingertips. Around the corner a figure stood, shrouded by bloody streaks of sunlight peeking through the hedges.

The figure was tall and broad, their skin pale like moonlight. Their hair was shaved into a close buzz cut, and they wore a gray hoodie beneath a Westfield blazer. As I drew closer, the cool intensity of their gaze burned into my vision. It was like the air had been sucked from my lungs, like the cold had drawn its ghostly hands against my neck and drew tighter and tighter until my breath escaped me. Pain cut through me, and the ever-faint trace of my perpetual migraine returned.

The figure’s pupils were… empty. Where irises should have been there remained, instead, a fracturing of red lines slicing through pearl white. Wood shavings and sawdust powdered his incandescent skin. And his Westfield blazer—it was covered in blood.

Bile rose in my throat. I stumbled backward, but behind me were the hedges.

Something yanked my arm. Hands—no, branches; branches twisted around my arms, snaking up my legs and thighs, around my waist, my neck, caressing my cheeks, nipping my ears, clawing at the fabric of my shirt and jeans.

I dug my nails into my palms, tried to break away and scream, even as branches covered my lips and leaves sprouted into my mouth, hungry and searching like a thousand salivating tongues.

I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. The figure drew closer and closer.

“B-b-b-beware the mark of b-b-b-b-blood debts.”

When he spoke, it was in unison with the leaves and the branches and the wind; the sound a chorus of nails on a chalkboard, a disjointed echo that raked through the back of my mind.

I tore against the branches, spitting out leaves, and clawing and screaming and suffocating. But I was trapped. Time caught me in its grip, and his empty eyes stared deep into mine.

On my wrist, the cowrie bracelet hummed, a soft glow of light emanating from the ring at the center and from the mouths of the shells. I thrashed and the branches retreated before lurching forward, stronger now, fueled with rage.

Hot warmth pricked against my nose, and a trail of liquid slid from my nostril down my chin. When I clawed at my face and pulled back, my fingers were covered in blood. My blood.

That’s when I started screaming. My view of the present disintegrated into flashes of time: the Westfield heir bleeding out in the alleyway, Jojo and the bodyguard arguing, a figure disappearing down a dark corridor in a hallway that was just as much of a maze as this one.

The visions were relentless. The past and the future melded with my own memories. It was all-consuming. I wanted the vision to end. I wanted to tear the bracelet off my wrist. But I was sinking further and further from reality until, faintly, a gentle, steady pressure on my palm broke through my psychic visions.

And then there were hands again; hands emerging from within the hedge, hands that wrapped around my waist and pulled me into the depths of the leaves and twisted branches just as the pupilless figure bared its teeth and launched itself at me.

Pain jolted through my body, and my forehead throbbed. I fell back, letting out a gasp as the arms encircled me and drew me across the threshold, to the other side of the hedge.

“Just breathe. We’re in a courtyard. Focus on that. Focus on where you are.”

The voice was deep and rich, but it came out muffled, like something was obscuring the mouth that had said the words. Hot tears of pain pricked my lashes. I pressed my eyes shut, trying to channel my powers and rein in the visions. Slowly, the fractured images of time flickered in and out, in and out, until I was back in the present.

And then I saw him.

He was tall, with dark brown skin, ebony-black hair, and cool, russet-colored eyes. Money dripped from every inch of him, from his clean-cut, low taper fade hairstyle to the designer trousers and shoes he wore and his Westfield blazer. But when his gaze fell over mine, my heart knotted in my chest.

I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe.

It was nothing like I’d seen in my visions, nothing like I’d imagined since that night. But here he was.

Alive.







CHAPTER TEN

Cousin, I charge you

“CAREFUL,” HE WHISPERED, “OR THEY’LL find us.”

Seeing Kasem now, months after that night in the alleyway, set my nerves on fire.

Here he was, in one of the richest schools in the country, while I’d been fighting migraines and visions for the last three months.

I wanted to scream.

I wanted to grab him by his silver-spoon collar and show him just how that night had taken everything from me: my friendship with Jojo, my ability to control my powers, my chance to escape Westfield’s hold. It was all because of him—because of Kasem. But even calling him by his name felt wrong. We’d had no formal introduction, no moments cementing our connection other than the twisted rungs of death that stood between us.

And my mind was reeling.

Had it all been a vision? The hedges coming to life, the figure at the end of the maze with pupilless eyes. Was Kasem my attacker or my savior? And how could I possibly come to terms with what I’d just witnessed, what we’d both seen?

There was a voice in the distance, from farther off in the maze. Honey’s voice. She’d followed me to the courtyard. But then the voice of a man joined her giggles. Their chorus of whispered laughter heightened to moans. She wasn’t following me. She was stealing a moment with someone in secret.

“What just happened?” I whispered, straining to look at Kasem, afraid to move or use my hands in any way, lest I be pulled into another psychic vision. “You saw that. Tell me you saw that. The maze. It was alive. And that person—”

He quickly pulled me into a corner at the maze’s center, where shadows and foliage obscured our presence. Then he took off his blazer and put it over my head, using the sleeve to wipe my face.

It smeared with red.

The fresh traces of my blood.

I dabbed the blood dripping from my nose with my fingertips. In an instant, the world around me flashed into scenes from my past.

Kasem tightened his grip on me, wiping my blood from my hands.

“Why would you do that again?” he said, a mixture of annoyance and fear in his voice.

Gasping, I pressed my eyes shut, trying to orient myself.

“I was just trying to see something.”

I’d never gotten visions when I touched my own skin with my burnt fingertips. But when they’d touched the blood dripping from my nose, I’d somehow channeled into my own lifeline and seen visions of my past and future all at once.

“You ran into the statue. I caught you before you fell.”

He gestured behind him to a stone statue depicting a man in a military uniform carrying a stack of books. The statue stood on a raised platform. Westfield’s lily emblem was engraved in its base, along with a nameplate that had rusted with age, the words barely legible, if not for the initials: KSJ. Kent Saint James. But Kent’s statue had no hoodie in sight, though its pupilless eyes were just as cold and eerie as those of the figure I’d seen in the maze.

I shook my head. “No, there was a man—a man without eyes. I was trapped in the maze, and he was coming toward me—saying something about blood debts. A warning. And you grabbed me and pulled me to safety before he could—”

I couldn’t finish my sentence. He’d meant to kill me. Whoever the figure was, he hadn’t intended for me to make it out of his part of the maze.

“You must be remembering wrong,” Kasem said. “You hit your head rather hard.”

“I know what I saw,” I snapped.

He looked down at me, his gaze cool, irritation bleeding into his expression. His russet eyes trailed from my wrist to the cowrie shell bracelet. His bracelet.

“Really?” he said. “Because I don’t think you do.”

He was lying. I could see it in his eyes, see it in the way he held my gaze firmly, waiting for me to simply agree. What had just happened—it was a thing of nightmares. But I knew it was real.

Before I could interrogate him further, two figures emerged from the maze, joining us in the center: Honey and the older brunet guy from earlier. Kasem and I tried to press ourselves against the foliage, but it was only a matter of time before they’d spot us. At the moment, though, Honey and the man were preoccupied, laughing and whispering to each other. The brunet pulled her into the center of the maze, pushing Honey against the statue as she ran her hands up his shirt. She moaned when his lips found the curve of her neck and his hands explored her thighs.

I looked away, but Kasem tensed beside me as he watched.

“Wait,” Honey whispered. “I think there’s someone there.”

“It’s just us.” The man lifted her shirt over her head, exposing her lacy purple bra. But she pushed him away, ducking from his hold and approaching where Kasem and I stood in hiding.

“Hello?” she said, stepping forward and covering her bra with her arms.

When she spotted Kasem, a surge of emotions clouded her expression. She seemed speechless at first, but then she gathered herself.

“Kasem?” she whispered. “Is that you?” Her eyes widened, and relief pooled in her gaze as she took him in.

Her voice, how Kasem’s name sounded leaving her lips, sparked my memories of the stabbing. I realized it then: Honey was the girl I’d spoken to that night, the one Kasem had been talking to on the phone.

“Angelica’s been looking for you,” Honey said. “Should you be walking around? It’s only been a few hours—”

She stopped mid-sentence when she spotted me cowering in Kasem’s bloodstained blazer.

“How long has this been going on between you two?” Kasem said, but Honey was already pulling me away from him, the look of horror clear in her expression as she made her body a physical barrier between the two of us.

Moments later, the older man joined Honey’s side. He glanced at Kasem’s bloodied blazer and Honey’s protective stance.

“Well, look who it is,” he said. “I’m surprised your brother’s not here, covering up for your mess like he always does.”

It took a moment for Kasem to register the man’s words, but when he did, the icy look in his eyes was chilling.

“Ojore’s your puppet,” he said, “not mine.” He glanced behind Honey and the man. “Although, I wonder how he or the Board feels about you being with his ex-intended. You’re a tenured professor. And this is how you represent our school?”

“Honey can make her own decisions about who she sleeps with,” the man answered. “And I represent Westfield better than you or he ever could, cousin.”

He said the last word like it was a slur, like the thought of the two of them being related was some sick twist of fate. Yet, in my mind, they might as well have been speaking in another language, one strained by history and bitterness. I tried to decode the meaning beneath what they were saying, and yet, one word kept drifting to the surface.

“Ojore?” I repeated. A name and a question, all at once.

“I believe you know him as ‘Jojo,’” Kasem said. “My older brother. He’s a researcher here at Westfield.”

And there was my answer: the bracelet, the letter in Jojo’s car, the way he’d been so strange and distant when I’d asked about Westfield’s heir at Louisa’s booth in the mall, and now here at the university. Jojo had never spoken of his family before, and yet his cousin and his brother both stood before me in the flesh.

This entire time, everything I’d thought I’d known about Jojo was a lie. He wasn’t some impoverished historian or a vagabond with no family or name. Here was a statue dedicated to the Saint James line, and Jojo was a descendant of them; they were the heirs to Westfield.

“He didn’t tell you, I presume?”

“No,” I said. “He didn’t.”

On the other side of the maze, the professor tossed Honey’s shirt to her.

“I suggest you worry about yourself,” he said, speaking to Kasem. “Focus on your graduate thesis and your teaching assistant work. Or maybe nurse that flask you always carry with you.” He gestured to my bruised nose and the blood staining Kasem’s blazer. “How will you and your brother explain this to the president this time? Another accident, Kasem?” he said, his voice seething. “Has the statue come to life? Did it attack you both?” His recounting of events wasn’t correct, but it was closer to the truth than what Kasem had tried to make me believe. “You put the Saint James name in the mud.”

“And yet, I never sink it as much as you do, Alaster,” Kasem returned, emphasizing the man’s name in the same mocking tone that Alaster had called Kasem “cousin.” “This didn’t just happen. Don’t tell me it started when she took your classes.”

Splotches of red warmed Alaster’s cheeks. Honey’s too.

“Would both of you just stop?” Honey said. “I’m standing right here. You don’t have to talk over me like I’m invisible.” She was teary-eyed now, and when she turned to Kasem, he at least had the decency to look ashamed. Alaster didn’t seem to care.

“You’re on probation already,” she said to Kasem. She pointed to me and the blood-streaked blazer I was holding. “Do you really think you can risk getting caught in something like this?”

Then she spun to face Alaster. “And the state ruled what happened an accident. You can’t keep blaming Kasem. He’s grieving just as much as we all are. Let’s just leave and pretend none of this happened. Ojore told me he and Henning are doing orientation tours, and if she sees us like this—”

But then she froze, glancing in the opposite direction from where they’d come.

There were footsteps. A horde of them, and they were heading in our direction.







CHAPTER ELEVEN

We may be better strangers

I HADN’T REALIZED IT THEN, but there was another door leading to the maze from the other side of the building. From beyond it, a voice boomed through the courtyard.

“You will call me Provost Henning,” came the voice of an older woman. “And excluding the unlikely and miserable chance that you are sent to my office, you will otherwise not see me until the end of the year, when I determine whether or not your academic output is worthy of the coveted Westfield scholarship.”

Alaster cursed. Honey looked terrified. Even Kasem looked unsettled.

“Put your shirt on, you silly little fool,” Alaster snapped, grabbing Honey by the shoulders and trying to force the shirt over her head. The gesture only caused her to sob more. Kasem grabbed Alaster, pushing him away.

“Touch her again. I dare you.”

In the bushes behind us, the sound of approaching footsteps grew to a crescendo, and more voices spoke. The person—Provost Henning—had come with students from orientation.

“Are only fourth-year students allowed in this courtyard? Or are freshmen allowed to use this building too?” another voice said, this one higher.

“While this area is restricted, it houses a statue of one of our founders, a beacon of the diversity Westfield has always modeled itself after,” Provost Henning said, seemingly pleased with herself, despite the fact that the statue was hidden and sectioned off from the rest of Westfield.

At my side, Honey hurried to rebutton her shirt. But her hands trembled, and she couldn’t seem to see beyond her tears.

“You were supposed to be on the tour with them,” she said, looking at me now. “Provost Henning’s the head of student academic affairs. She wanted to run the orientation tour for Poppy House this year. That’s why I made you guys stay in your dorm instead of joining the orientation tour. It’s because scholarship students get their own tour.”

Kasem knelt beside her.

“Don’t take it personally. This is how Westfield is. You know that.”

“But I didn’t follow instructions. I was supposed to come back for them and I didn’t.” She wiped her snot-filled face. “And now they’re going to see me like this. I’m going to lose my job.”

“No one will say anything. Honey, stop crying,” he whispered.

“He’s right,” Alaster said. “Resident assistant is barely a real job. And for Poppy House? Those handouts are sucking this school dry. If anything, he’s the one who should be frightened. Not you.” I winced at the vicious bite to Alaster’s words, but Kasem and Honey seemed unaffected.

“That’s what people call you guys here,” Kasem explained, turning to me instead. “‘Handout students.’ ‘Welfare Poppies.’ It’s incredibly trite, but since you’re here, let me give you some advice. Turn around. Leave while you can. You’re not going to make it at Westfield. None of you are.”

The steely weight of his warning was clear, heavy. An echo of Jojo’s words to me.

Something had changed since he’d first come to the pawnshop looking for my help. It was like a switch had flipped in Kasem, and he was doing everything in his power to pretend like I wasn’t here because of him.

Behind us, the footsteps and voices grew closer.

“Call me when you’re back at your dorm,” Alaster said to Honey.

“Don’t speak to her,” Kasem snapped.

“Kasem, stop,” Honey whimpered. “Please.”

But the sound of their arguing had long since projected through the courtyard.

“Out. Now,” Provost Henning shouted. “Whoever you are, I demand you come out at once.”

“Relax, Provost Henning,” another voice said. “I’ll go and check to see who it is.”

I could recognize Jojo’s voice from anywhere, and sure enough, there he appeared at the turn of the corner in the maze.

He glanced between Alaster and Honey, and then to me and Kasem.

“Provost Henning,” he said, his voice loud, his gaze locked on us. “I suggest we end the tour early.”

From the other side of the maze, the students began to speculate among themselves.

Honey looked helpless and took a step toward Jojo. “It’s not what it looks like, Ojore.”

But Jojo wouldn’t look at her. He stormed to where Kasem and I were, making the same assumptions that Honey and Alaster had.

“If you did something to her—” he warned.

Kasem yanked his hand out of Jojo’s hold.

His lips pursed, a light of hurt cutting into his expression. It was there for a second and then it was gone, disintegrating beneath a cool mask of disinterest.

“As if I’d hurt her,” he said, releasing his hold on me.

His blazer was still draped over me, and it held traces of salt and sweat and him. I folded it in my arms and handed it to Kasem, flustered by his unwavering gaze and his lingering touch when he grabbed it.

On the other side of the maze, Provost Henning spoke again.

“Scholar Saint James? Are your brother and that silly Garnier girl back there?” The provost laughed. “She never is far when it comes to you Saint Jameses. Bring them here. I’ll have the president notified of this immediately. Campus grounds are highly restricted for orientation, and I’m sure whatever you’ve caught them doing is against university policy.”

It was as if on all sides, Kasem was cornered. Provost Henning, shouting threats at him. Honey, caught between belief and suspicion of what he had done to me. The professor, knowing he had the weight of tenure on his side and the backing of the institution. And then there was Jojo, his older brother, watching Kasem as if he were wild and dangerous.

Kasem ran his hand through his hair, shaking his head with laughter that was as cold and brittle as the outside air. Our gazes locked, and the laughter died on his lips.

“Don’t confuse what you think you saw with what really happened,” he said. “It’s easy to imagine things here at Westfield.”

“I know what I saw,” I said, my voice trembling yet defiant.

He scowled but didn’t answer. Instead, he walked to the other side of the maze and down the path where Provost Henning and the cohort of first-year scholarship students were waiting. The provost interrogated him the moment he reached them.

“I’ll have you expelled this time, Kasem. I’ll make sure of it. Students,” she said, clearing her throat and returning her attention to the group accompanying her. “I shall bid you adieu at this time. I’ve already notified Joseph, your other resident assistant, to meet you and take you back to your dorm. Follow the path where we came, and he’ll be waiting. If you have any questions, you can raise them to your resident assistant or the dean of your school.”

Alaster was already on his way out of the maze, taking the path back from where he’d come. But Honey was a mess. Her lipstick was smeared, her shirt half-buttoned, and her lace bra exposed from earlier. Jojo helped her up, barely even looking at me when he spoke.

“Go, Sianna,” Jojo said. “Now. We’ll talk later.”

Reluctantly, I raced after Alaster. By the time I turned the corner, Provost Henning had arrived at where Kasem, Honey, and Jojo were crouched on the ground. Whistles and coos spilled through the other side of the maze. Some of the freshmen hadn’t left yet.

“Well, this is embarrassing,” Honey muttered. “Kasem and I are sorry for interrupting your tour with the new students,” she said, speaking to the provost. The tears in her voice had disappeared and, instead, she spoke in that same loud, bubblegum tone that she’d used on the fan boat.

“Welcome again to Westfield. May the debts we owe to blood be waged in our legacy.”

I was already halfway gone, but her words made my heart drop.

“What did she just say?”

Alaster turned to look at me, annoyed.

“What?”

“May the debts we owe to blood be waged in our legacy,” I repeated.

“The Westfield motto,” Alaster said, and the fact that he’d snapped into professor mode, when he’d just been caught with one of his students, was laughable. “You should have it memorized by now if you’re taking your time here seriously.”

But I wasn’t listening to him anymore. That phrase. It wasn’t exactly as the figure had said it, but it was there, like a warped version of the warning he’d given me.

Beware the mark of blood debts.

Instinctively, I reached for Kasem’s bracelet, ignoring the swell of regret forming in my chest as I followed Alaster out of the maze.

He knew the path easily, weaving from corner to corner until we emerged at the entrance from which I’d first come. The door I’d locked stood open, and the wedge had returned to its place between the door and its frame.

“You know,” Alaster said, “my cousin has a lot to say about me, but as a graduate student, Kasem should know better.”

I was taken aback by Alaster’s words. Kasem hadn’t looked much older than me. For him to already be pursuing a master’s degree was… unexpected, especially with his drunken antics at Gus’s shop.

“If he harmed you in any way back there, we can report it to your dean.”

“It wasn’t him. It was another person—one of the students,” I said, remembering the figure with skin like moonlight and pupilless eyes.

“You don’t have to lie for him.”

“I’m not. Why would I?” I shook my head, angry now. “He saved me. The branches came to life, they grabbed me, and a guy in a hoodie and a Westfield blazer—just like the one you’re wearing—tried to attack me.” I stopped, realizing what I’d implied.

“Now, don’t try and twist things to seem like something they’re not,” Alaster said, the warning clear in his voice.

“Isn’t that what you’re trying to do with Kasem? Why are you so convinced he hurt me?”

“I just want the truth,” Alaster said quickly. “Even if it means my cousin will no longer be able to study here at Westfield.”

But it wouldn’t matter what I said. He’d already decided who my attacker was, even though everything I’d seen and experienced screamed of something else entirely. Yet, I couldn’t explain how Kasem had found me, how he’d pulled me out of the hedge before the other figure could take me. And then there was the vision, the echoes of the past and future bleeding together.

I closed my eyes, letting the lie marinate before I could speak it. “I was confused and disoriented. Kasem was trying to help me.” That was at least partially true. I had been lost in the maze. And even if I didn’t know why he’d been there, Kasem did save me.

A shadow cast over Alaster’s gaze. I’d defended Kasem. And for some reason, that infuriated him. He clenched his fist, his lips pursing into a sneer. For a second, alone with him, I became afraid. But then he saw the bracelet on my wrist, looked at it the same way Honey had in the fan boat.

Honey had recognized the bracelet as Kasem’s back then, and Alaster and Jojo knew that too. Somehow, Kasem would be the one inheriting Westfield. Not Jojo, the older brother, or even Alaster, the cousin, who appeared to be the oldest among them.

“Did Kasem promise you a portion of the Saint James estate?” Alaster asked. “Or is he giving you all of Westfield when he turns it into piss?” When I didn’t answer, he leered down at me. “Just so you’re aware, he’s not seeing a fraction of the Saint James inheritance. Not while he’s alive, and sure as hell not while I am.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. But I was lying. At least partially. In the vision of the future I’d seen, Kasem had gotten an inheritance. But at what cost, I didn’t know.

Alaster drew closer and I recoiled.

“The Westfield inheritance,” Alaster said, reading the confusion in my expression for what it was. “If he promised you anything in exchange for your silence, he’s using you. But if something did happen back there in the maze, something you think might be worth reporting to the board of trustees, then you can tell me. I actually care about Westfield and its reputation. My father, as you might know, is our university president. And when he retires, the Board will look to me for the role, as they always do with our side of the family. I can make this worth your time, even if it means you’ll probably have to transfer elsewhere.”

For the second time that day, a Saint James was asking me to lie. Kasem had wanted me to pretend I hadn’t witnessed the figure in the maze. Alaster wanted me to accuse his cousin of being behind the attack.

I’d known that coming to Westfield would feel twisted and wrong. But this—this was something else entirely. If Kasem, Alaster, and Jojo were all desperate to inherit the Westfield estate, I wondered how they’d respond if I told them what I’d seen. Because in my vision of the future, it had been Kasem who would receive it. Not Alaster. Not even Jojo.

I tried to collect myself, but the reality of what I’d walked into was suffocating. Here was Alaster, with a motive and the means to eliminate his rival and cousin. Even if it hadn’t been him in the alleyway, maybe he’d paid others to kill Kasem? He was trying to bribe me now, wasn’t he? If I made the false accusations against Kasem to the board of trustees, Kasem stood not just to be expelled, but likely his claim to the Westfield inheritance would be at risk.

“You don’t have to decide now,” Alaster said. “Take a few days to think it over, and then, when you’re ready, perhaps when classes start, we can talk.”

It wasn’t a suggestion. As a tenured professor, he could probably find a million ways to make my life at Westfield hell if I challenged him on this.

“Fine,” I said.

“Good. I’m not used to hearing ‘no.’”

“I bet you aren’t,” I snapped.

We’d been walking now for a few minutes and were nearly back at the main halls where the party was taking place. One of the waiters passed us, and we made room for them to squeeze by. But then Alaster leaned toward me, his figure casting a dangerous shadow as he placed a heavy hand on my shoulder.

A chill crept along my neck, and behind him, the glow of light from the medieval sconces that lined the hallway flickered softly. It was as if the air had been sucked from around us, as if we weren’t at all alone in this hallway and some quiet force was waiting to make its presence known.

Then he gave me a quick squeeze before, thankfully, letting me go.

“Can you find your way back to your dorm from here?” he asked. “I’d hate to be seen near Poppy House, but I can escort you there if you really need it.”

“I’ll be fine on my own,” I said. I’d forgo the medical center. The nosebleed had stopped and the less time I was on campus, the better. I was desperate to get back to my dorm.

“Enjoy orientation,” Alaster said. “And then I’ll see you when classes start.”

To my relief, he left after that.

I was alone. But the presence in the hallway didn’t relent, and I found myself fidgeting with Kasem’s bracelet, as if it might protect me from whatever invisible force had remained.







CHAPTER TWELVE

Our doubts are traitors

“WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?” VIVIAN’S voice was muffled from the other side of the door.

I rolled over, covering my face with the sheet. Secondhand bedding was the worst. It meant flashbacks whenever my fingers touched the fabric. The last person who’d used these sheets had been a lacrosse player. Every night, he’d thrown himself in the linens without showering or changing. Through my visions, I caught faint traces of his scent and echoes of him snoring in his sleep.

Earlier that day, I’d gone to the campus store to try and buy new gloves. When I’d handed the cashier the hundred-dollar bill from the stash I’d taken in the alleyway, he’d gone to the back of the store, explaining that he’d need to get his manager to inspect its authenticity.

Instead of waiting, I’d left the gloves and the money and hadn’t dared return. And so I’d had to suffer through barely getting any sleep and being plagued with visions churning at the back of my mind whenever I accidentally touched anything. Luckily, my roommate hadn’t been much of a nuisance. I’d met her briefly, and she’d informed me that she wouldn’t be in our dorm much since her longtime boyfriend, a sophomore in the Engineering Department, had much better accommodations at Rose House. So, outside of leaving her belongings and popping in every once in a while, I was basically on my own.

On the other end of my room, there was a soft beep. The door opened and Vivian entered.

In any other situation, I would have snapped at her for stealing my key card, which, as far as I remembered, should have been in my bag. But every inch of me was bruised and worn from the maze. Only a day had passed, and the weight of what I’d witnessed, what I’d experienced, kept me moored to bed.

“Sianna? Will you just talk to me?”

I rolled over.

“Give me a minute,” I groaned. But a rush of wind surged through the room; Vivian pulled away my sheets. Annoyed, I turned to face her. She wasn’t alone. An older Black woman with long, curly Sisterlocks stood next to her. The woman wore a lab coat over a T-shirt and brown trousers, and a gold necklace with a peach pit symbol dangling from it.

Vivian was dressed in the exact same thing as the first day of orientation: a pleated moss-colored skirt and a white blouse. And, of course, that irritating navy-and-green plaid blazer with the lily crest.

“First, you miss the tour yesterday, and now you miss most of today’s orientation events and workshops,” Vivian said. “You know, as a music major, you’re supposed to take a placement test. They’re probably going to score you the lowest for ensemble.”

I couldn’t remember if Vivian had mentioned being a music student too. But also, I didn’t care. I wasn’t actually here to graduate or be a pianist again.

All that mattered was fixing my powers, and yet, that felt out of reach. So, outside of sneaking food to my dorm, my failed attempt at getting new gloves, and reconnaissance, I’d skipped our orientation events and tried to avoid campus. Alaster’s threat loomed over me too.

He’d given me until classes began to make a decision; three days to decide who I’d align myself with while I was at Westfield. But if I wanted to play this game of alliances and backstabbing, I needed to know who I was facing. I needed to know what lengths he’d cross to get what he wanted, and if his vicious ambitions could, in any way, be connected to Kasem’s stabbing.

But so far, I’d come up mostly empty-handed, even with my internet searches. Besides the stabbing, the Saint James family had an incredibly polished and highly controlled public image. Most of the articles about them focused on their charity events or their blended family, or fancy dinners they held for Westfield’s board of trustees.

Even with the whispers about them that I gleaned from other students, the only thing that had become abundantly clear was that Alaster, Honey, Kasem, and Jojo were, in some ways, Westfield royalty.

The four had immense sway over what happened at Westfield; Alaster through his role as a tenured professor in the History Department, and Jojo as a Westfield alumnus and a Saint James himself. Jojo had been hired by the board of trustees as a researcher for the History Department. And then there was Honey, the daughter of a prominent member of Westfield’s board of trustees, and Kasem, the heir to Westfield itself.

Everything about Westfield orbited around them. And with Jojo back in the picture and Alaster’s father the president of the university, now there were whispers about whether Kasem would really inherit the estate.

“It’s probably for the best that I missed so much,” I said pulling the sheets back over my head. “I haven’t played much since I auditioned for Westfield.”

The woman beside Vivian cleared her throat.

“Right,” Vivian said. “This is Angelica Aiken. She’s head of the medical center. She’s here to see you.”

I froze. Recognition flared in my mind of Honey fussing over Kasem and mentioning an “Angelica.” This was not what I’d been expecting when Vivian barged into the room.

“I’m fine,” I said. “It’s just a migraine. It’ll go away.”

After the fire, I’d been subjected to months of medical examinations and inpatient treatment. At fourteen, I’d had doctors string IVs through my veins, nurses link me to computers that monitored my brain to see if they could find out what was wrong with me, why I was hallucinating, what medication could bring me back to reality. But that was the thing with medication: If you were on the wrong one, it could introduce new symptoms, new problems that you didn’t even need treatment for. It had taken me months to get back to my normal self—sans the visions and the migraines. Ever since, seeing medical professionals or the inside of hospitals and clinics made me sweaty and anxious in a way that put my whole body on edge.

Even now, I couldn’t help jolting up from where I lay, straining as far away as possible from this woman.

“It’s all right,” Angelica said. “I’m here to do a regular checkup. Vivian said you weren’t able to stop by the medical center yourself, so I thought I’d pay a visit.” Angelica turned to Vivian, and with a meaningful look, she said, “Would you mind?”

“Of course, ma’am.” Vivian shot me a soft smile. “I’ll come back in a bit.”

I forced a smile back. “Sure.” We barely knew each other, so Vivian’s “concern” for my well-being was unsettling. It was just another reminder that I needed to be more careful about who I let into my world. Next chance I got, I’d use my powers on her, see if I could find any dirt on her and use that to leverage our interactions instead of relying on her goodwill or whatever empty friendship she thought we were forming.

The door closed behind Vivian, and Angelica approached my bed.

“Do you mind if we do a routine examination first? I’ll ask you a few questions, check your temperature, and then see if I need to write you a note so that if you miss classes, it’ll be excused.”

“Sounds great,” I lied. But as annoyed as I was about the intervention, I could use a free pass from sitting through lectures, music theory, and private lessons—which would make up the bulk of my schedule for the first half of the semester.

Angelica asked me some checkup questions: my family history, current symptoms, the works. Then she wove in the type of questions medical professionals only asked if they thought you weren’t in touch with reality: what day was it, where were we, if I could follow simple commands. When she finished, she put the equipment she’d brought with her back into a travel bag.

“You seem healthy. But those migraines… Have you seen a neurologist about them? And your hands…” Worry gleamed in her expression as her gaze fell to my burnt fingertips.

“I’m fine,” I lied. “I don’t feel anything.”

She didn’t look convinced. “I have something that might be of help for them.”

I hesitated. “Do you?” I’d been needing something stronger than ibuprofen for the migraines.

Angelica stood, digging through her medicine bag. Then she pulled out a handful of parchment paper rolls. They were filled with flower petals, and roots, and leaves that were shredded to flakes.

“Tea?” She couldn’t be serious.

“Every morning and every night, make yourself one of these drinks,” she said, placing the tea bags on my dresser. “They’ll ward off the migraines.”

“Chamomile tea isn’t going to keep my head from feeling like it’s been carved in two,” I said. Or from seeing visions. But I wasn’t going to admit that.

“It isn’t chamomile, though there are hints of it. There’s ginger root, cassava shavings, and artemisia. Here, I’ll write it exactly as it is.” She pulled out a pen and a sticky note. “The health insurance the school covers won’t take effect until classes start. Until then it’ll be a substitute. Then come to the medical center and we’ll see about continuing the prescription you already have.”

I fought the urge to say what I really thought: that it didn’t matter, and it wouldn’t work. But she was right. Without health insurance, I’d be forced to rely on over-the-counter medicine for the migraines and nosebleeds until I figured out what was happening with my powers.

“I’ll have something for your hands too,” Angelica continued. “It’s in my office. Your file mentioned the condition of your hands, but I didn’t realize the extent to which they’d been injured.” She smiled, trying to lighten the mood, despite the situation. “And your birthday’s coming up soon. In just a few days, right? We don’t want you triggering anything or getting sick for your twentieth.”

My file. I couldn’t escape it. From the early months after the fire, when the state shuffled me between homes and I’d been at risk of being in a juvenile detention center, to even now. Everywhere I went, my file followed.

“If you’ve read my record, then you’ll know that it’s pointless,” I said. “I’ve tried ointments. I’ve tried everything. Nothing will work.”

Angelica laughed. “I’m not speaking of what will work and what will not work. I’m speaking of what you need. Just wait,” she said, “you’ll see.” For a second, it was as if she was going to say something more. But then she paused, looking down at me like she was seeing me for the first time. “You have scratches on your arms too,” she said. I yanked on the long-sleeved shirt I was wearing, hoping it’d hide the marks from the hedges. “And that bruise,” she said. Her hand hovered over my nose, but I looked away. “What happened? It’s something more than the migraines Vivian spoke of, isn’t it?”

“It’s nothing,” I said quickly. Too quickly, I realized. She wouldn’t believe me even if I told her what I’d seen in the maze. And if she did, then what? I’d have to explain my visions and she’d put that in my file and the state would have another reason to write me off as unwell.

“Nothing is ever nothing,” Angelica said.

For a moment, it occurred to me that I could take up Alaster on his offer. If I lied on Kasem like Alaster wanted me to, I’m sure he’d make my life here at Westfield easier. He had money and connections, and maybe his rich, fancy doctors could help treat my migraines, even if they couldn’t stop the visions. Because really, what would it matter if I aligned myself with the inheritor of Westfield if no one seemed to actually want him to take over the school? Not even his older brother.

“Can I ask you something?” I said. I didn’t wait for Angelica to give me her blessing to continue. “Honey mentioned you didn’t want Kasem Saint James to be on the main campus for some time. Why is that?”

Angelica bristled. “I can answer any question you’d like, but not about a patient. That would be a violation of my medical oaths.”

“So Kasem’s a patient?”

“He survived a very public stabbing,” Angelica said, her voice stern. “Which I’m sure you’ve heard about in the news. But, from your question, am I to understand that he was with you in the maze yesterday?” she asked. “Neither of you ought to have been in that restricted courtyard without clearance or an escort.”

“I got lost,” I said. She’d turned the question back on me, and now I was the one having to explain myself. “Then I ran into one of the hedges. That’s it.”

Angelica was silent for a long while. “I see,” she said. “And all this happened while you were on the first-year orientation tour with Provost Henning? Or was I hearing Vivian right when she said you didn’t attend it?”

I didn’t answer her.

“The university cares about your well-being, Sianna,” Angelica continued. “I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but there have been a few accidents when students wander campus where they shouldn’t be. We’ve put in the topmost security to prevent any such thing from occurring again this academic year, but we can’t be successful if we don’t get the participation of all students. Do you understand?”

“It won’t happen again,” I said.

She smiled. “Good. That’s what I’d hoped.” Angelica finished putting her things away. “If you decide that you do want to share what happened,” she said, “know that I’m always here. My office is in the west wing, off the corridor from the medical center. I won’t judge you, no matter how…” And then she paused, as if thinking of the right word to use. “No matter how unnatural what you might have experienced may seem. Do you understand? This building—Westfield itself—its history is long. I should know. I was once a Westfield lily myself and I’m an alum of the sisterhood Vivian told you about. If you’re considering joining it or any sorority, or staying here at Westfield, just know that there might be shadows lurking still.”

Before I could question her further, she was already at the door, and Vivian emerged on the other side of it, as if she’d been timing her reappearance. In her hand, she carried an electric kettle and a ceramic mug. A peace offering, like she knew she’d messed up by bringing Angelica.

“I hope to see you again, Sianna,” Angelica said. “But under better circumstances.”

As Angelica and Vivian passed each other, they faintly whispered an acknowledgment to one another in the same language Vivian had spoken when I’d first met her. Greek life had different chants and mottos, but this felt different, almost like they were communicating beyond words.

Vivian placed one of the packets of tea into the ceramic mug. Then she poured in the hot water and handed me the concoction.

“Drink up,” she said.

Her hand was cold as she gave me the mug. As brief as it was, the skin-to-skin contact manifested my powers, but the vision was foggy, like I was trekking through water instead of seeing through the looking glass. In my vision, she’d gotten the mug from a cabinet above a platter of sandwiches in the lounge. I startled, my connection to the past severing as I pulled the mug away from her. It was still too soon to channel my powers, and the effort had me disoriented. Trying to gather myself, I focused on the tea in front of me and the tiny specks of roots floating in the clear bag.

“Do you think you can bring me the food they had in the lounge?” I said.

Vivian looked surprised, before her eyes narrowed. “How did you—”

“I was down there earlier,” I lied. “I meant to take some but didn’t know they were up for grabs.”

“Of course,” Vivian said. “I’ll be right back.” She turned to leave but frowned as a thought occurred to her suddenly. “But I’m not your or Angelica’s errand boy. And they’re going to be cold. I hate microwaves—and the one in the lounge always acts a whole fool whenever I try and use it.”

She was so odd. And kind of… amusing. “All right, deal.”

I blew over the hot tea, pretending to drink as she left the room. Hot water brushed against my pursed lips, the earthy scent of root and flower calming my nerves.

If I was younger, I probably would have tried the tea. Back then, I would have done anything to get rid of my powers. But if this tea would really keep my visions at bay, then I couldn’t risk drinking it. As much as I’d strained my powers over the last few days, I needed to talk to Kasem and figure out how to unmoor his lifeline from my powers.

When I was sure Vivian was gone, I dumped the contents of the tea into the toilet and flushed it. My roommate had placed a scented candle on top of the toilet. I didn’t have a lighter, though, so the most I could do was wave it around to diminish the scent of the tea now radiating from our bathroom before shutting the door and jumping back into bed.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

A skirmish of wit

MY FIRST CLASS WAS MUSIC theory. It was on the other side of campus, in one of the two interconnected buildings where the School of Fine Art students were crammed together. Of course, it just had to be a morning class. I woke with little more than half an hour to spare, showered, and threw on a skater dress and an oversize sweater from my suitcase before making the trek from Poppy House to campus with my sheet music and bag in tow.

With orientation behind us, every inch of the grounds was teeming with energy. But despite the swarm of faces and the rush of voices, part of me was apprehensive about wandering campus alone. It was easy to get lost in Westfield. I’d learned that quickly in my first few days here and, again, I found myself struggling to find my classroom.

The elevators were packed, so I took the stairs, pushing past a cellist hauling their instrument up two flights and a soprano belting their runs. On the third floor, some lectures had already begun. Other rooms remained empty, with grand pianos perched at their center and rows of chairs and music stands gathered around them in a circle. In yet another room, students gathered to rehearse a performance.

I scanned the hallway, searching for my classroom amid the packed corridors. Instead I spotted Honey in the crowd of students, making her way toward me.

“Sianna,” she said, breathless. “I’ve been looking for you.”

I glanced around, trying to find an escape.

“I have class right now.”

“I know. It’ll only take a few minutes.” Honey smiled, but it didn’t quite meet her eyes. She gestured for me to follow, and led us to a small alcove with a window and a bench. “It’s about what you saw in the maze.”

“You mean the figure with red eyes—”

“Me and Alaster,” Honey said, cutting me off. “I’d appreciate if you didn’t, um, tell anyone about it. I mean, it’s bad enough Ojore—I mean, Jojo knows. And obviously I didn’t want Sem to find out either,” she said, nicknaming Kasem. “But if it gets out in the school, it could ruin us both.”

“I’m not concerned about helping you two maintain your relationship,” I said. She looked deflated. I sighed, forcing myself to say the next few words, even if they felt wrong. “But I’ll keep your secret.” As far as I was aware, only Honey and Kasem had been caught by Provost Henning. “I know what it’s like being at the bad end of gossip,” I continued. “If you want to sleep around with a creepy older guy, that’s your prerogative.”

Honey grinned, throwing me into a hug, which I barely managed to shimmy myself out from.

“I knew you were a darling.”

“I don’t agree with what you’re doing.”

She laughed. “I’d think less of you if you did.”

“So why are you?” I said, gesturing awkwardly.

“I don’t know.” She let out a deep sigh, looking embarrassed. “It just kind of happened with us. We grew up together, you know—me, Alaster, Ojore, and Kasem.”

Her words caught me off guard. Here was another secret Jojo had kept from me. Here were more of his lies unraveling.

“I’d thought Jojo and I would be together forever,” Honey continued. “Our parents and the board of trustees did too. That’s why Kasem called me Jojo’s ‘ex-intended’ back in the maze—Jojo and I had been expected to marry after we’d both graduated from Westfield. But then that horrible campus audition fire happened a few years back and, well, he didn’t end up inheriting Westfield, and things changed between us all.”

The mention of the fire and how casually Honey referenced it was a knife to my chest. I tried to calm the anxiety knotting through me, even though my voice trembled when I spoke. “I don’t think I understand.”

At the time of my audition, I hadn’t known much about the politics of Westfield. All I’d known was it was the music program of my dreams. And then, suddenly, my dream had become a nightmare.

Honey seemed surprised by my confusion. “Jojo didn’t tell you that he was going to inherit Westfield first?” I shook my head, and to my relief, Honey explained without being condescending. “Well, that year, he was supposed to inherit the Westfield estate. He’d been managing all of these things on behalf of the board of trustees to prove that, outside of his blood claim to the inheritance, he’d be competent enough to actually run the estate. One of his responsibilities was running enrollment activities, like the auditions for new music students. Obviously, the fire wasn’t his fault, but after that, his mother and the Board changed the line of inheritance. Kasem was there that day too, and he’d helped people evacuate during the fire, while Jojo just sort of crumbled under the pressure and chaos—not just that day, but for weeks after. They stripped him of his title, made Kasem the new heir, and it was like Jojo just disappeared.”

I took a seat, finding it hard to breathe when my world was unraveling. Honey sat too, patting my thigh. I’m sure she thought I was reeling from the fact that Jojo had been engaged to someone else, when, in reality, that paled in comparison with this revelation.

Jojo was supposed to inherit Westfield. Jojo was there the day of the fire.

“Obviously, our parents ended the engagement they’d planned for me and Jojo,” she said. “But Kasem refused to be part of any such agreement. He never really played by the Board’s rules. When I found out Jojo had agreed to take the job offer from Alaster and come back this year, I was shocked. I don’t know how he accepted it after the way the school treated him when things went wrong.”

I pressed my bag closer to me, taking in everything Honey had told me even as another crack formed in the image I’d created of Jojo. I hadn’t known him at all. And Kasem, he’d been there at Westfield on the worst day of my life. Both of them had. For so long, our lives had been entwined, and it was only now that I was untangling the threads that bound us.

“So you and Alaster have an arrangement?” I asked. As much as I wanted to uncover Jojo and Kasem’s past, I needed to learn about Alaster too. If he was part of this, then having information on him would help me piece everything together.

Honey nodded, though her expression was restrained. “My parents want it. The Board wants it. So, they turn the other way.”

“And you’re okay with that? I mean, this isn’t the 1800s.”

“That’s just the thing about free will. Everyone thinks they have it, until they realize they never did.” Honey laughed. “If you’re asking if I’m choosing to be with Alaster, I am. But do I want to be? Well, why wouldn’t I? He’s a Saint James, after all. My parents and the Board want to strengthen our ties to their family. So, I guess Alaster will do.”

At my silence, Honey tried to lighten the mood.

“Enough about me. There’s another reason I was looking for you.”

She reached into a designer bag and handed me a flyer. It had Greek letters along with birds—crows, I wagered—drawn across the letterhead.

“My sisterhood, Theta Omicron Delta, is throwing a party on the eighth for those interested in rushing. It’s a joint event with our brother fraternity. Vivian told me your birthday is the day after. She said she overheard someone mention it.”

I sighed. I’d have to talk to Vivian about eavesdropping on conversations that had nothing to do with her.

“Anyway,” she said, “it’s open to anyone interested in rushing. You should come—both of you—and we’ll celebrate.”

“That’s not really my scene.”

“Think about it. You might change your mind. And even if you don’t want to rush, it’s a great way to meet people. And cute guys. Not that you seem to have any trouble with that.” She glanced at the bracelet with a knowing smile. “You know, I’ve never been able to get either of them to let me wear that. Not even when Jojo and I were supposed to be together. And obviously Kasem is a nonstarter. It’s cute that he let you wear it, though. And I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have made those assumptions about you and him in the maze.”

Instinctively, I shifted my sleeve to cover it.

“Sounds like you’re still making them,” I said. “And Kasem and I are…” I searched for words, but the only thing between me and Kasem was the memory of the night in the alleyway and the hours before at Gus’s shop; moments too fleeting to mean anything beyond the circumstances we’d gotten caught up in. “We’re nothing.”

Honey nodded, as if that was the answer she’d been expecting.

“That’s what he told me when I asked, though he did call you a little bit of a stalker.”

“He said what?” I spat, heat burning against my cheeks.

Honey laughed, neither confirming nor denying the accusation. “It’s okay. Who among us hasn’t stalked a Saint James brother? It’s, like, a rite of passage here at Westfield.” She shoved the flyer in my hands. “Which is why you should definitely, totally come to the party and find other Sigma guys to obsess over.”

I didn’t know if it was the embarrassment or guilt swirling through my chest. But I took the flyer. Maybe just to spite Kasem.

“Fine,” I said. “I might make an appearance.”

Thankfully, that placated her. But by the time Honey left and I found the right lecture hall in the Music Department, class had begun.

Through a small window in the classroom door, I glimpsed the space. It was one of the more intimate lecture halls; on a circular stage, the professor stood in front of a newly furnished whiteboard, and around him, the concave outer circle was seating filled to the brim, with each chair tucked tightly next to the other. I scanned in by placing my key card against the reader at the door, and a notification lit my phone. When I swiped it open to see why, my student profile showed that I’d lost fifteen points from my merit pool for being late to class. Annoying.

The door squeaked when I pushed it open. Beyond the professor’s voice booming through the auditorium, silence weighed heavy here; every awkward cough, every note scribbled with paper and pen or typed on a keyboard drummed through the auditorium like thunder. I slipped past rows of filled seats until I found an empty one next to a guy with auburn hair, glasses, and freckles that were starkly visible on his skin in the fluorescent lighting. Vaguely, I recalled him from Poppy House.

“The sign-in sheet already went around,” the guy whispered. He adjusted his glasses. “We’re supposed to write down our instruments and rank our skill level.”

“Lucky me.” I reminded myself, though, that it didn’t matter. I wasn’t here to learn or improve my craft. I was here to break the connection between me and Kasem.

“Don’t sweat it,” the guy said. “I already signed you in. You’re a pianist, right? That’s what I put.” I waited for him to bring up my Baby Mozart past, since he seemed to have made the connection. But despite his knowing look, he simply added, “Sorry if I screwed up your signature.”

Unsure, I smiled at him. Even if he knew who I was, it was a relief just being normal.

In front of the class, the professor started talking about the fundamentals of scale and sound, things I’d already learned when I’d taken college credit classes at the local community college while I was in high school.

“You’re the guy who was with Vivian when we got off the fan boat,” I said. “Luke, right?”

“You remember me.”

I hadn’t really. But when he’d leaned forward, my hand had briefly brushed the back of his arm and I’d taken the moment to channel quickly into his past. I’d seen a vision of Luke on the fan boat with me and Vivian, and then was yanked into a brief flashback of a young Luke with his mother, a hippie with bright green eyes and a soft smile, and his father, a former musician who looked nearly identical to Luke, but with light brown skin and an Afro. I watched as they helped Luke choose between which woodwind instruments he might play.

“I wanted to introduce myself to you and Vivian earlier, but… I don’t know. I thought I might seem like I was intruding if I did.”

“You would have been,” I said. “But I wouldn’t have minded.” His expression went from dejection to sheepish relief. Jojo always said my humor could be as biting as it was sweet.

Luke smiled. “Vivian and I ran into each other in the lounge at Poppy House, so it worked out anyway.”

Curiosity nagged at me. Clearly, he and Vivian had talked about me, which could be another explanation for his attempt to get my approval by signing me in.

“You weren’t at the tour yesterday. Were you?”

“I wasn’t feeling well.”

“Yeah, you didn’t miss much. Oh, except—” Luke laughed. “Provost Henning walked in on our RA—you know, that girl with the vocal fry rambling to us on the boat? Apparently, she was hooking up with one of the grad students. In the courtyard. Half-ass naked. Wild as hell. I mean, no one from our tour actually saw it all play out, but someone overheard Joseph talking about it. They’re saying it’s why our tour got cut short. Could just be bogus, though.”

I swallowed, looking away from him. The feeling of the branches clawing at my skin, suffocating me, smothering my breathing; it was unrelenting. And there was Kasem, holding me in his arms. Looking me straight in the eyes and lying about what had occurred. Right before Jojo walked in on us.

“So, what happened? Did they, like, sanction him?”

Luke shook his head. “Apparently, he’s some academic prodigy. He was an undergrad here at fifteen and now he’s in the accelerated graduate program in the School of Business and finishes this year. Probably used his family connections to get out of it. Plus, he’s not that much older than her—just a few months, actually. So there’s technically nothing the school can do about them dating. Just makes them look messy. Which, I guess for Westfield, is just as bad.”

I wondered what Luke and the rest of the student body would say if I told them what had really happened in that maze, hookups, ghosts, and all.

A hand tapped me on the shoulder. I looked up. The girl next to me gestured for us to pay attention. But the professor had stopped his lecture. He’d gone to the door and was talking to someone before he turned back to the class.

“Sianna Adu?” the professor said.

I startled in my seat, clutching my notebook, my grip tight, nervous as I answered him.

“Yes?”

“You’re wanted in the president’s office.”







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Kill the envious moon

HOOTS FILLED THE LECTURE HALL. At the door, an older woman and a man in a suit and tie stood.

Provost Henning and Alaster.

“You’re excused,” the professor said. “Next time, don’t arrive late to my class.”

But I didn’t move. I was frozen, my breath caught, my muscles locked in place. Classes had barely begun. And here Alaster was, trapping me already.

“Do you want me to come with you?” Luke whispered.

I shot him a weak smile. “No. It’s okay. I’ll be fine.”

My hands couldn’t stop shaking as I grabbed my things and awkwardly maneuvered myself to the front exit of the room.

“Sianna,” Alaster said, smiling when I approached the door. “I’ve spoken to Provost Henning, just like you asked.”

I forced a smile, first at him, then to the provost. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

Provost Henning was a grim-faced woman with cool gray eyes and silver hair that she’d pulled into a tight bun. She was dressed in a blouse whose navy coloring mirrored the university colors. Rectangular-shaped glasses sat along the thin bridge of her nose, and in her hands, she held a black notebook and a pen.

“We missed you during orientation, Miss Adu.”

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t feeling well.” The lie came easy now. After repeating them enough, they always did.

Alaster closed the door behind us and Provost Henning immediately started leading us through the hallway.

“I’m aware of that. Along with his duties as the head of the History Department at Westfield, Professor Saint James directly works with student representatives across disciplines and departments. He keeps the school informed on how each incoming class is adjusting to Westfield.”

“It allows me to really know everyone on campus,” Alaster said, smiling at me. “Like Sarah—do you know Sarah? She’s a Hearst. Her family owns a few of the big national tabloids. She said she was in the boat coming into Westfield with you.”

I frowned. With everything that had happened, I had barely thought of our fan boat arrival.

“I didn’t talk to anyone on the boat besides Honey.”

“Which neither Sarah, nor your fellow classmates, appreciated. And you interrupting orientation events for Ivy House and Rose House didn’t go unnoticed. You may think you’re famous, Miss Adu, but there’s a balance here at Westfield, one that all the Ivies, Roses, and even Poppies ascribe to. Look what happened to poor Nathan, rest his soul. He was supposed to be your resident assistant this year. Did you know that? And now he’s gone. All because he strayed a little too far from where he should have been.” Alaster shook his head, a grim light cast in his gaze. “It makes me wonder,” he continued, “if someone had done more to remind him of his place, maybe he’d be with us.”

My blood ran cold.

“I’m not sure I understand your meaning,” I said. But I understood him completely.

Someone, one of the girls in the fan boat, was upset that I’d befriended Honey, whose parents were on the board of trustees, and had behaved outside of how a Poppy should, by crashing Ivy and Rose’s orientation celebration. They were using Alaster to remind me of my place. Alaster was feeding into it, not because he cared about university gossip and cliques, but because he thought he could use this to further his own aims.

“When Sarah shared her concerns with me, she mentioned something about a juvenile record. Yours, actually. But it does make me worry. Are you not attending Westfield for the right reasons? Is the safety of our campus at risk if these disruptions continue? These are all things I have to consider in my position. It’s not personal to you or Kasem, but if new students like Sarah are bringing such things to my attention, then I have to do my due diligence. I hope you can understand.”

Every step we took wove us deeper into the heart of Westfield. Alaster and Provost Henning led me to an elevator, which we rode down to the basement floor where the architecture students and all the wood and welding shops were.

Provost Henning led the way, and Alaster trailed behind with me, keeping enough distance so the provost couldn’t hear his threats. Even though the air was cold here, sweat dotted my brow and made my hands clammy and stiff.

“I could help you and Sarah reconcile, if you want,” Alaster continued. “For a favor, of course. Reputation is gold at Westfield. I’d hate for yours to get tarnished before you’ve even found your people here or applied for an internship. You know, I write strong recommendation letters and I’m close to most of my colleagues in the Music Department. They have expansive networks, especially in leading DC and New York companies. All of the students they refer have gotten prominent roles after a good word from us.”

I swallowed. “Is this blackmail?”

“No, hardly,” Alaster said. “But if you prefer to call it something, how about ‘an exchange’?”

Of course. One reputation for another. Kasem’s standing at Westfield in exchange for the little chance I had of assimilating into its world.

“I’m just worried about your well-being. Sarah mentioned you’re the overly sympathetic sort, which of course is charming and well-meaning. But I’d hate for you to go in there and defend one of my cousins without knowing fully what he’s capable of.”

“Thank you for your concern,” I said. “It’s been noted.”

At some point, we took a tunnel that connected the buildings. We navigated turn after turn, stairwell after stairwell, and door after door until, incredibly, we were back in the main building. The walls towered high above us, and the crystal chandeliers glittered brightly against the sunlight spilling into the main hall. On orientation day, I’d passed these same hallways before ending up in the courtyard.

Provost Henning opened a door to a room where a receptionist sat behind a computer and was surrounded by shelves. It was odd to see modern technology in such an old building. Westfield had a way of making time seem almost meaningless, like the past and the present and the future were one entity.

“They’re inside,” the receptionist said. She waved us toward two doors on the other side of the room. Again, Provost Henning pushed them open. But Alaster stopped me before we could enter.

When he spoke, it was in a soft whisper. But there was an edge to his voice, a note of fear that was raw, genuine. And it sparked fear in me too.

“What I mean by all of this, what I’m trying to tell you,” he said, “is you wouldn’t be the first student Kasem has harmed. But you could be the last. And if you try and protect him, you’re putting all of our lives at risk.”







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Some Cupid kills with arrows, some with traps

A HUGE OAK DESK SAT in the center of the president’s office. It was covered in books and files, with a small space for a monitor and keyboard. Here too were rows of bookshelves—stacked with leather-bound books whose spines had been lettered with gold leaf—and a walk-in wardrobe that was partially obscured from view. The air had an acrid scent to it, like each old tome, each page and ancient volume of the books, held memories of the past.

Behind the desk sat an older man with peppered brown hair and a thick beard. He was a spitting image of Alaster, but if Alaster had aged a few more decades, with his square jaw, piercing brown eyes, and wide build.

On the other side of the desk, across from the man, Kasem sat with his head in his hands. Angelica, the woman from the medical center, and Jojo were there too. But instead of sitting, they stood near the wall; Angelica with a pained expression on her face, her hands yanking and twisting mindlessly on her gold necklace; Jojo observing his younger brother with frustration.

“Close the door, Alaster,” President Saint James said. “Miss Adu, please sit. Charlotte, take a seat as well.”

Provost Henning gave the president a little bow at the mention of her name and took the seat farthest from Kasem. Two seats remained between them; one for me, and one for Alaster.

“You don’t have to sit next to him if you don’t want to,” Alaster said after he closed the door and I still hadn’t moved.

“I’m fine,” I said. Except I wasn’t. I wasn’t prepared for this moment, and his words, the accusation he’d carelessly made just moments before. Alaster could be lying. He’d do anything to get Kasem expelled from Westfield. But the fear in his voice had been palpable, real.

Tentatively, I glanced over to Kasem. With his head down and his hands cupping his face, he couldn’t see the rush of confliction churning through me. But then he shifted in his seat, turned his head ever so slightly so that our gazes met between the frames of his fingers. His brown eyes were searing. There wasn’t anger there, or fear—just acceptance.

I looked away, my heart drumming in my ears. But my gaze returned to his, and the longer he watched me, the more I felt like I was drowning in his stare.

I’d never swum in an open current, but I imagined this might be how it would feel: daunting, breathless, aching.

“Shall we begin?” the president said, cutting through the silence with his deep, somber voice.

Finally, finally, Kasem looked away. I did too, my cheeks warm, my heart thrumming against my ears. From the corner of my eye, I realized Jojo had been watching Kasem and me exchange glances. I couldn’t read what Jojo could be thinking. This new version of him was a stranger to me.

“You could have just spoken to me at the estate,” Kasem said. “This is wholly unnecessary.”

“I disagree with that entirely,” the president said. “I think it’s very necessary. Especially now that I have parents writing to me about why we’d accept a graduate student, a TA, nonetheless, who’s hooking up with students during orientation.”

I bristled in my seat, but Kasem didn’t seem moved.

“Honey’s a math major. I haven’t TA’d any of the classes she’s in, not even a finance elective.”

“That’s beside the point,” the president said. “You were supposed to be a symbol for our institution, Kasem. The embodiment of what hard work and applying oneself academically can achieve. And a reminder that Westfield University has made leaps and bounds from where it once was on the racial front—even if things have been shaky these last few years.”

“Especially now that they might finally let its Black heir inherit the university estate,” Kasem said under his breath.

“In Kasem’s defense,” Jojo said, drawing attention to himself for the first time since the confrontation began. “I was a witness too. Kasem apologizes for getting caught up in these circumstances. May he learn from this.”

“Thank you, brother. But I don’t remember asking for empty benedictions,” Kasem said, scowling at Jojo.

“Well, you clearly need something if this is how you’re conducting yourself at such a seminal point in the year,” Jojo said, his voice low, dangerous.

“You’re not affiliated with Westfield other than as a researcher. If you’re here as a witness, then be that. But don’t overstep where you’re not wanted.”

Jojo pursed his lips, moving to speak again. But the president raised his hand, and Jojo bowed, stepping back beneath the curtain of shadows at the president’s desk.

“You’d be wise to listen to your brother, Kasem. This is a seminal year for you,” the president continued. “I know you aren’t keen to graduate and teach, but there’s a spot for you on the board of trustees. It could be yours. Why rush to inherit the estate when so much greater could be before you?”

“I’m assuming Professor Saint James is here for this same reason,” Kasem said, nodding in Alaster’s direction.

Alaster cleared his throat, his cheeks flushed but his expression otherwise empty of any concern.

“Actually, I’m here for another matter entirely. One that is certainly more grave than whatever gossip has taken up the president’s time.”

He nodded at Angelica, and the woman shot an uncertain glance at me before speaking.

“I treated Miss Adu yesterday,” she said. “She had scratches all over her body, and her nose was bruised and had likely been bleeding.”

I stiffened, hating that they were already framing what had happened to me. It was a grim picture, one Alaster had seemed prepared to paint about his cousin. But now that I was here and he’d managed to wedge a shard of doubt into my consciousness, part of me wanted to use this interrogation to uncover answers myself. Why had Kasem been in the maze? Why had he lied about seeing that terrifying-looking figure, and why had he wanted my silence?

“Miss Adu,” the president said. “Can you recount the source of your injuries?”

I hesitated, unsure.

At the president’s side, Jojo shifted, his gaze hard, his fist clenched.

“You can tell us, Sianna.”

The president cleared his throat, reining in Jojo yet again.

“It was Alaster and Researcher Saint James who recommended that Scholar Saint James be here for your explanation,” the president said. “That said, they didn’t elaborate further.”

Kasem looked between his brother and his cousin and threw his head back in laughter.

“What a duo the two of you make. Really, I’m impressed,” he said. “Should we also bring Honey in the mix? If we’re not going to question her about her own circumstance, then surely she’d like to weigh in here, at least?”

“Honey is barely there half of the time,” Alaster snapped. “As if she’d be an accurate witness. Especially since the two of you are in a relationship now.”

Kasem glanced at his cousin with cool regard, ignoring Jojo entirely. “Is that what Honey and I are now? That’s news to me. I’m assuming that means she’s grown tired of geriatric entanglements.”

Kasem smiled, a wolfish glint in his eyes when Alaster lunged for him, grabbing Kasem by the neck of his shirt. Angelica screamed.

“Gentlemen!” Provost Henning shouted. “Gentlemen, please.”

But it was Jojo who tore Alaster and Kasem apart.

“You’re playing with fire, Kasem,” Jojo hissed.

Kasem pushed Jojo away. “Get off me,” he said.

I caught a glimpse of the silver flask in the breast pocket of the wine-colored jacket Kasem wore as he stumbled back, pointing an accusatory finger at Jojo. “You came back when I warned you not to. When I practically begged. And that’s fine. You’ve made your choice. But don’t test me, brother. You don’t know what I’m capable of.”

Jojo grabbed the flask from Kasem. “Actually, I’m pretty sure I do. And as much as you’d like to pretend you’re capable of changing anything, we both know the truth.”

“Enough,” the president snapped. “All of you. You are leaders of learning at one of the greatest institutions in the country, not children. Not anymore. These petty fights must end.”

Shame washed over Alaster, and Jojo bristled too.

“I apologize, Father.”

“And I too, Uncle,” Jojo said, giving a little bow.

“It’s President Saint James to you,” the president snapped, but his words were directed at Alaster, not Jojo.

Alaster bowed his head. “I apologize, President Saint James.”

Kasem seemed unmoved. “Alaster was just reminding us who he is. He so enjoys reminding everyone what he thinks of me. But, Uncle, I do agree with you. There’s a severity to these accusations that deserves an equal and just punishment if proved guilty.” He frowned, feigning thought for a moment before continuing. “I think that would be my first policy when I take over Westfield,” Kasem said. “When I’m president—no, sorry, when I own Westfield—we’ll bring back corporal punishment. You know, we used to have that here. In the 1800s. Except when I take over, it won’t be for the students. It’ll be for the faculty,” he said, turning his gaze to Alaster and Provost Henning with a cool smile. “You all have gotten away with pointing fingers. How about we lay our cards down, see who among us is guilty of what, and dole out punishments accordingly?”

Alaster scoffed. “You see, President Saint James, this is what happens to Westfield when we let waste think they can claim our family’s legacy. He’s lucky their father isn’t here today. He’d rue what his youngest has become.”

“I think we’d appreciate if you didn’t try and speak for our father,” Jojo said with venom.

But Kasem seemed to think on what his cousin had said for a second. He shook his head, nodding as if in agreement. And then, Kasem punched Alaster.

They landed with a crash on the president’s desk, sending the books and stacks of papers flying across the room as Kasem’s fist found Alaster’s jaw, over and over and over again, to bloody lengths.

“And lucky you,” Kasem spat. “Your father gets to watch me kick your ass.”

The president yanked Kasem off Alaster. Suddenly, a sharp crack cut through the room. The sound was thundering, explosive. Lights flickered. The soft click-clicking of the clock on the wall churned loud against the now silent room. I covered my ears, my eardrums splitting at the sound and the migraine beginning to tear through my brain.

Kasem stood immobile, his right cheek dripping with blood, his jaw clenched. Across from him, the president breathed heavily. There was a glint in his eyes, something simmering and cold and vicious. The rings on his right hand were twisted at odd corners, a trace of blood visible on them from when the president had backhanded Kasem.

“President Saint James,” Provost Henning said, rushing to his side. “Are you all right?”

Beside me, Angelica moved to examine Kasem. Jojo knelt by his brother’s side too, but Kasem pushed him away.

“You know better than this,” Angelica whispered. “This is what they want. You know that.”

“I’m fine,” he said. “Let’s just get this over with.”

Jojo had always warned me that there was something wrong about Westfield and its cohorts. But this was something else. Something entirely terrible simmering beneath the surface. And now, he was part of it too.

“Enough,” the president said. “We will finish speaking on this matter like adults. Any objections?” He turned to look at me, his face flush with rage as if I hadn’t just witnessed him assaulting a graduate student, let alone his family. But there was something else in the president’s expression, something that made my stomach drop and my heart race faster and faster.

“Don’t be afraid,” the president said.

“I’m not,” I lied. But it wasn’t convincing, even to me.

“I can tell you don’t know much about us Saint Jameses. We’re very just. Very forgiving. But we do have tempers. Terrible ones. What you just saw was an unfortunate…” He paused. “An unfortunate lapse in judgment. From all of us. We’re all a little bit imperfect here.”

Seeing him excuse the violence that I’d witnessed from each member of the Saint James line shook me. I was on their territory and there were no rules here. No standards of law or reason that they couldn’t bend to their will. This was the kind of family who didn’t see people as people. They saw them as pawns to be manipulated, as objects to be used and discarded at their leisure. And, moreover, they had the power to do well above what they wanted.

And I hated that. To be sitting here, expected to be Kasem’s judge, jury, and executioner while pretending to ignore everything that had happened in this very room, made me sick to my stomach.

I pressed my eyes shut, wishing I was anywhere else. It was supposed to have been easy: coming here, fixing my powers. And yet, somehow, I’d gotten tangled in a game of politics and reputation among Westfield’s oldest family. Vivian’s words came back to me.

Keep your head down. Mind your business. And don’t get yourself involved.

My lashes fluttered at a gentle nudge against my foot; Kasem, entreating me quietly as the room waited for me to speak.

“I told you to leave here while you had the chance,” he whispered. As if he hadn’t been the one to ask me to come to Westfield. But something had changed in him since that day at Gus’s shop. He looked sad, crestfallen, almost.

“Do you see that?” Alaster said. “Even now, he’s threatening her to lie for him. This isn’t just one mistake or accident. It’s a pattern. Kasem is a terror on this campus. He needs to be expelled.”

“Let her explain what happened,” Angelica said. “Sianna, if you can find the words. Tell us what happened in that courtyard with Kasem and Honey.”

Jojo nodded at me encouragingly, and Provost Henning inched forward in her seat. The president looked eager to hear my words too. Not for the first time, I wished I could manifest my powers outside of my mind. If I could just show them the maze coming to life, if they could see a vision of my past the way I could, they’d be able to watch the truth unfold for themselves.

“I got lost,” I said, speaking anyway. “I was supposed to be on a tour with the other scholarship students, but I ended up at the party they were holding for legacies and regular admits. I somehow wound up in the courtyard and couldn’t find my way through the hedge maze.”

“And then,” Alaster said, his eyes wide, beseeching.

I bristled, unable to meet his gaze. So, instead, I turned to the president. “I fell in the hedges and got scratched up,” I said. “And Kasem pulled me out. He helped me.”

Alaster kicked the foot of the desk. “She’s lying.”

“I’m not,” I shouted, standing to meet his rage with my own. “What about you? Where were you the night Kasem got stabbed?”

The words spilled from my lips before I could stop myself. Suddenly, all the air left the room. Provost Henning stood. So did Kasem. The president looked taken aback, the color drained from his face, his pupils dilating. I glanced at Jojo, hoping he’d realize my words weren’t just for Alaster but for him too, even if I wouldn’t say it to the room. But it was Alaster who looked like the ghostly confines of the past had caught up to him.

“What are you implying?” he said.

“You tell me,” I said. “You don’t want him to inherit the school. Isn’t that why you hired Jojo to come back here?”

Kasem grabbed me by my wrist, pulling me away from Alaster.

“What are you doing?” he said.

“I—I—” Words escaped me, and I felt acutely as if I’d unlocked a door that had been meant to be sealed.

“What happened to Kasem in that alley doesn’t concern you, Sianna,” Jojo said, stepping forward. “Don’t make our family’s troubles your own. Whatever he’s offering you to make these claims, it won’t be worth it.”

I stared at him in disbelief. He was speaking of the money I’d taken from the alleyway, as if I’d lie about what I’d seen so far at Westfield and what I witnessed in the vision because of it.

“He’s right,” Kasem said. “This doesn’t concern you.”

I spun to face him, anger and betrayal coursing through me. “You keep saying that,” I said. “But then why did you ask for my help back then? Why would you even bring me into this if you’re just going to pretend like I’m the one intruding on your little dysfunctional family?”

Kasem looked away, unable to meet my gaze. “You shouldn’t have come,” he said. “I didn’t think you would.”

Before I could respond, Alaster stepped forward.

“This is my fault. I should have realized. There are always students like her at Westfield every year. Students desperate to attach their names to a Saint James.” He turned, this time to face me before looking to his father and then Kasem. “She told me that you attacked her in the maze. And now she’s accusing me of trying to harm you. I believed her. I see now that I was wrong to do so. Forgive me, cousin.”

“That’s a lie,” I said. “You know that’s not what this is. You were trying to blackmail me.”

“Every accusation is an admission of guilt,” Alaster said, his voice somber, as if he was pained that I had even managed to defend myself. “And as the rumor mill has been suggesting, you were involved in the stabbing that nearly killed my dear cousin. It’s all over the tabloids and online. What was your stage name again—the Little Music Girl?”

He was baiting me, dangling the very reason I’d come to Westfield and threatening to expose it.

At his desk, the president rubbed his forehead.

“These rhymes of yours have always tested my patience, Alaster. You as well, Kasem.” He sighed. “But just so I understand, this girl lied to you that Kasem attacked her in the courtyard during orientation, and that’s why you brought us here.”

“Yes, President Saint James,” Alaster said.

“I never lied,” I said. “It wasn’t Kasem. But there was another man in the woods… he had no pupils and he…” But it was pointless. I couldn’t explain what had really happened now. Alaster had cornered me. I’d fallen into his trap, and now the game was over. “What I mean is, I got lost in the maze. I thought I saw something—someone. I got caught in one of the hedges and Kasem fished me out.”

“Jojo, is it as you witnessed?” the president asked.

“From what I can tell, yes. It is,” Jojo said.

The president turned next to Angelica. “And does this story match what she told you?”

Angelica nodded. “It does,” she said. “Though I will say, if Sianna is claiming she saw something, it’s by all means no fault of her own.”

She didn’t say it outright, but the meaning behind her words was clear. My medical records. My visions and hallucinations. They were using it against me. Like every school, hospital, and institution always had.

The president gave me a pitying look. They all did. Except for Kasem. He wasn’t looking at me at all, but instead faced away from me.

“I rescheduled an important meeting for this,” the president said.

Alaster bristled. “Again, I apologize, President. It won’t happen again.”

“No,” the president said. “No, it won’t.” Rage seeped from every word he spoke, and the look he gave his son turned my blood cold. “You said Kasem was too early in his career to be in the accelerated graduate program. You say he isn’t fit to take over the Westfield inheritance. If that’s so, what sorry excuse does that make you?”

Alaster clenched his fist. The tension in the room now was between the two of them.

“Out,” Provost Henning said. “Everyone out, now.”

I didn’t need to be told a second time. I stood as Angelica and Provost Henning ushered us out of the office, the two of them staying behind to talk to the president.

“Come see me in my office when your classes finish,” Angelica said as I exited the room. “I have that salve I mentioned for your hands. Kasem, let me take a look at your cheek.”

“I said I’m fine,” Kasem repeated. “It’ll heal on its own.”

Kasem didn’t wait for her to protest. He left the office, and Alaster and Jojo followed closely behind. Outside, they went their separate ways, Alaster and Jojo in one direction, Kasem in another. And I just stood there, weighed by all that had happened, knowing distinctly that in my first days here, I’d made an enemy out of Westfield’s faculty, its president, and its heir, and my own fate outside the university was falling from reach.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN

What’s given freely

IF I HURRIED, I COULD catch the last few hours of classes. Maybe I could forget what I’d seen in the maze, what I’d witnessed in the alleyway and even in the president of Westfield’s office. Maybe I could drown myself in school and piano lessons, just as I’d imagined my life would be here at Westfield before the fire. It would be better than this, caught between two sides warring for an inheritance. But if Kasem inheriting Westfield was really connected to the stabbing and my powers, then, like it or not, I needed to find the truth.

So, instead of returning to music theory, I followed Alaster and Jojo.

They’d gotten far before I’d started pursuing them, and I found myself alone in the corridors leading down to the tunnels Provost Henning had marched us through earlier. I used my powers to retrace their steps, brushed my fingertips against the cool stone walls and knelt to trace impressions of their footprints making their way through the tunnels. The images flashed in my mind; the tunnels were used mostly by faculty, but once in a blue moon, students found access to them and snuck kisses, drinks, and everything else in between within the shadowy hallways.

The images pooled through my mind, the past years flashing like strobe lights. Breathe in, breathe out. It was painful and overwhelming to channel now. But I pushed through the pain, and focused on drawing out the moments from the recent past, so I was seeing not months and years before, but days and hours, moments ago, when Alaster had been here. The image of him emerged slowly. I caught hold of the vision, followed the trail of his footsteps. But it was like trekking through water. Like the world around me was frozen in time.

A chill overtook me, numbing my lips and raising the hairs on my neck. I shivered, and when I opened my eyes to the present, the burnt tips of my fingers shimmered with an icy residue. A soft hum drummed in the back of my mind. Or was it behind me, trailing in the distance, or farther up ahead, down the corridor? I stood, turning the corner. My heart sank with realization.

I was lost.

Somewhere along the way, I’d taken a wrong turn. The stone walls here looked older, like the marked ruins of a forgotten chamber. Along its surface, medieval sconces lined the walls. But the glow from their iron fixtures was like phosphorus; a steady hum of acidic green pulsed from within them. The hallway was silent. But there was that hum. Ever present.

Pulsing.

Pulsing.

The path behind me mirrored the one ahead. I touched my cheek; scratches lined my face. They burned now, burned with the memory of the hedges.

At the back of my tongue, the metallic taste of copper and zinc clung to the air.

Click. Click. Click.

I tried to check my phone. There was no service. But there it was again. Footsteps. Farther off but getting closer, and closer, and closer. The sounds cut into the humming walls, splitting the silence like a blade against my ears.

Maybe Angelica had been right. Maybe my visions were getting out of control, even more so now than they had been since the night in the alleyway. But what if this wasn’t manageable or reversible? What if things got worse, to the point where I’d be trapped seeing things from a timeline that wasn’t mine? Like my mother had been when she’d been on the brink of losing her sanity.

I rubbed my eyes, trying to jolt myself back to reality.

But I wasn’t seeing visions. I was in the present. I had to be.

Click. Click. Click.

From the corner of my eye, a figure emerged, up ahead. He was bathed in the soft blue light of my phone, and the familiar trail of sawdust and blood dripping from his jacket was suffocating.

He’d found me. Back in the maze and here again. The figure without eyes.

I spun away, pretending I hadn’t seen him. But he knew. He knew I had seen him. The cold burn of his empty stare watched me, taking me in, devouring me from a distance.

I pressed my phone to my ear and pretended to talk.

“Hi, Vivian. Yeah, I’m coming to class. Just got lost. Again.” I’d been an idiot not to get her number. Even if my phone had no service, Vivian was the only other person who might be able to help me. I started walking, faster.

Click. Click. Click.

Footsteps trailed behind me. The sound of my own against the stone walkway was heavy. Tangible. The figure’s was like the echo of sound. Like the memory of it.

I turned the corner. The figure followed. I hastened my speed. The figure did too. It was just us. Alone in these tunnels. Every corner I turned, he was close behind. And he would find me. No matter where I went, he would follow, like he had in the maze. I took a sharp left at an intersection, and for a moment, hope caught me. But then the figure was there, on the other end of the hallway, as if the intersection had looped in on itself. A snake like the one in the maze, eating its tail.

Pale skin, a buzz cut, and eyes the color of pearls. The Westfield blazer dripping with blood and caked in sawdust.

My breath caught. I covered my mouth to keep from crying out.

His pupilless eyes swept over me. Fear trapped me there.

I bit the inside of my mouth, hard enough that I could taste blood.

Against the dull hum and the cold grip of his gaze, the sound of my own voice was like glass shattering.

“Who are you?” I managed in a whisper.

The figure’s lips curled. And when it spoke, it sounded like a cursed chorus of voices merging together. It raised a hand. Blood dripped from its fingertips, and its nails were caked in dirt and dust. It was pointing to my hand, where Kasem’s bracelet was clasped on my wrist.

“Beware the mark of blood debts. A life for a life. Yours for his.”

I stepped back, fear coursing through every inch of me. This wasn’t my powers. This wasn’t a vision. This was something ancient and malevolent, something between the living and the dead. Something sinister. Faintly, a prayer emerged in my mind. When the fire had happened, my parents’ prayers for my safety, for my protection, were the last I heard before the screams and flames had engulfed everything.

“Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil—”

Laughter spilled from the figure’s lips, breaking me off from finishing the verse. But I was already running, sprinting at full speed in the other direction, back where I’d come again, down a corner, pushing against door after door.

Behind me, the figure was in full pursuit, its footsteps clicking and clacking even closer. The hum pulsing from the walls groaned louder, like engines heaving in the distance. The walls trembled at the force of the sound.

Finally, one door gave way. I threw myself inside, locked the bolt, and stumbled backward, desperate for somewhere to hide.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Dreams may come

THE ROOM WAS DARK, PITCH-BLACK almost. The only light came from the soft glow of an emerald ceiling lamp. Against its cool radiance, metal gleamed all around me: the outlines of machines. There was a table saw covered with blocks of wood and shavings. A line of rolling tracks led into it—a conveyor belt, I realized. For feeding wood into the machine. But the tracks were stained with rust, the color so deep it almost looked like—

I stumbled back again, knocking into a cabinet.

Handheld jigsaws sat discarded there, and a nail puncher tumbled to the ground as my back collided with the shelves. Across the room, there were more machines. A row of band saws—the metal lengths of their blades glinting and stained in the light—a wood processor, and others I couldn’t recognize.

At the center of it all, shining in the hypnotic gaze of the emerald light, was a long metal table saw. I realized that the humming and trembling I’d felt from earlier had been coming from the machines. Someone had turned them on. The roar of their blades made the whole room shake. Something living was here. I didn’t know how, but it was pulsing, shrinking and expanding with the groans and sighs of the heavy machinery that made up its organs. Outside, the figure’s laughter rippled from the walls.

“A life for a life. His numbered days are bound to yours.”

A force yanked my hand.

Kasem’s bracelet. It’d gotten caught on a notch. I lurched forward, trying to pull my hand away. But the more I tried to free myself, the harder it was to keep my balance. The force was anchoring me there, using my weight against me. It pulled me forward and pain ripped through my wrist as it yanked me along the track, toward the mouth of the table saw.

The ground rumbled beneath me. Lights flickered. Cold numbed my fingertips.

The table saw. It roared to life. A rusty blade emerged from its mouth. Its jagged edges were streaked with the same russet stains I’d noticed earlier. But now, with the lights flickering and the machine groaning, it was clear what the stains were. Blood. Not rust. Blood.

I screamed, clawing at the bracelet, yanking and pulling until blood streaked my nail beds. But it wouldn’t give way. And neither would the machine.

If I didn’t stop the machine, I was going to die.

Fear gripped me, blurring my vision and twisting my insides into a gooey pulp. I searched frantically, but there was nothing close enough for me to grasp that I could use to jam the gears or the blade. Helpless, I reached for my shoe, tearing off my loafer and sock and throwing them into the mouth of the machine. But the rusted blades tore them apart, relishing the brief taste of leather and cotton.

My terror gave way to despair. I’d thought that coming to Westfield would fix everything. I’d been wrong. So, so wrong. In the piercing screams of the engines, a refrain swallowed the room.

Beware the mark of blood debts. Beware, beware, beware…

Suddenly, the engines halted. It was only for a moment, but in that second, something pulled me from the arms of the machine. I—or, we—fell with a crash. My elbows hit the hard ground and the length of my arm was seared by skid marks as we tumbled beneath the machine. It was pulsing and quaking, but strong arms shielded me from the worst of it. When I looked up, I found myself staring into the depths of warm brown eyes.

“Jojo,” I whispered. But the mirage faded and it was Kasem who stared back at me.

I pressed my eyes shut, fighting the fear that coursed through my body. His grip tightened around me, his left hand firm along the small of my waist, his right acting as a barrier between my head and the ground.

With his tall height and how we were curled together, our legs were intertwined. Blood rushed to my cheeks at the feel of him and the weight of his body on top of mine. Even as I tried to shift away, my lips brushed his exposed collarbone, my mouth just inches from his neck.

Kasem swallowed at my touch, the curve of his Adam’s apple stark against his throat.

Despite myself, I sank into the warmth of him, relieved, terrified, and bitter, even as our racing hearts beat in time with each other.

If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t have to be here. I’d have full control over my powers without pain. I wouldn’t have this all-consuming doubt about Jojo and what happened that night in the alleyway.

The machine loomed above us, trembling, enraged at the missed encounter for blood.

Before I could speak, Kasem took my hand.

“Want to explain why you have this?” he said. He held up my wrist, where his bracelet dangled.

When I tried to answer, the only thing I could do was search for words; a string of disconnected sentences escaped my lips.

“The accidents. Gus’s shop. Help.”

Kasem frowned, incredulous.

“You want my help,” he said. “After you, my brother, and Alaster tried to get me expelled?”

“That was all them,” I said, breathless. “And it was probably just Alaster who orchestrated the meeting with the president. I never lied about what happened. You helped me. But you saw the figure—and you were hiding it.” It had tried to kill me in the maze. It’d tried again here in the woodshop. When I said these thoughts aloud, the color drained from Kasem’s eyes.

“You’ve been marked.”

“Marked,” I repeated. “What are you talking about?”

My gaze fell to his right cheek. Moments before, in the president’s office, it’d been scratched and bleeding. But the skin there was freshly healed, the only trace that he’d been injured at all barely present in the faint trail of red against his jaw. Again, my migraine gnawed at my head. I reached for him, and he flinched.

Gently, I brushed the back of my palm against where the wound had been. His skin was cold, as if the chill in the air had seeped into his very bones.

“It’s gone,” I whispered. “It healed. But it was just there.”

He wouldn’t meet my gaze.

Impossible. This was entirely surreal. Even with my visions and ability to see into lifelines, I’d never seen something like what I’d witnessed in the maze and the woodshop, or even now. Something like… magic. Something not of this world.

Kasem wrapped his fingers around my wrist. I hadn’t expected his hands to be so big, so encompassing, and as he moved my hand away from him, he wouldn’t look at me.

“Let’s go somewhere where it’s safe,” he said. “Come with me.”

Instead of standing, we stayed beneath the machine, crawling to the other side of the room where another door stood ajar. Metal shards cut my palm, but I could barely feel them. All of me was focused on escaping, which might have been easier to do if Kasem would let go of my hand. But he didn’t and I didn’t want him to, afraid that if he let go, somehow I’d be devoured by the machine and the figure without eyes.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

What’s done cannot be undone

WHEN FINALLY WE EMERGED FROM the other side of the room, Kasem released his hold on me. We stumbled outside and into a garden that hadn’t been tended to in years.

The greenery was wilted, the shrubs skeletons of roots and branches. A small pond that had once been at the center of the garden had completely dried up. Bones of fish lay in ruins there, and the grounds were cracked and decrepit. Another exit loomed ahead. Westfield was a never-ending maze of courtyards and corridors, exits and entrances.

“You do realize this is your fault,” Kasem said.

I stared at him in disbelief. “I saved your life.”

“I’m sorry, was that what just happened back there?”

“I’m talking about in the alleyway,” I snapped. “I found you bleeding out before the ambulance came. If I hadn’t done that, none of this would be happening. I never would’ve come to Westfield.”

Kasem laughed, his eyes dark in recognition.

“You know, if you’d accepted my offer in the pawnshop, I would have given you the money anyway.”

The meaning beneath his words cut through me.

“You think I robbed you after the attack?”

“Isn’t that what happened?”

“No. I mean, I know it looks like that. But I saved your life.”

“You left me for dead,” he said. “You don’t think I saw you grab handfuls of my money before you bolted when the ambulance came?”

Shame burned against my cheeks. It tore at me and so too did seeing Kasem look at me like I was an interloper. But that’s what I was. A stranger. And even if I had been the reason the ambulance had been able to find him, I’d taken his money and abandoned him in the alleyway.

“I had a good reason.”

“Yeah,” Kasem said, “and so did my attackers.”

His tone was biting, and I recoiled at the intensity of his disdain. If I could truly apologize for how the night had unfolded, I would. But no words could express the guilt I felt.

“I brought the money with me,” I explained, “and your bracelet too. You can have everything back, but I want to make things right. I think we’re linked. I don’t know how, but we are. And if we work together, we can help each other.”

Kasem watched me, pausing for a beat at my words. His brow furrowed, and for a second, concern gleamed in his eyes. He hesitated.

“Explain,” he said.

So, I did. I told him how I’d found the bracelet in Jojo’s car, and how I’d seen a vision of the future where Kasem succeeded in inheriting the estate. I even told him about how I’d attempted to use my powers on the bracelet to no avail. Here I was at Westfield, asking for his help, just like he had asked for mine back then, so that I could figure out how to unlink our bond. All of it came spilling from me, everything except the part about me lying in his arms, unconscious.

“Am I missing something?” he said. “You found my bracelet in my brother’s car, after a stabbing that I was too unconscious to witness.” Anger churned in his eyes. “And, somehow, my brother’s not involved in all of this?”

Of course, when he said it like that, it didn’t sound great.

“I’m not trying to defend him.” I was angry too, furious at Jojo for all the lies and secrets. But I couldn’t bring myself to condemn him completely. It was as if I hadn’t only lost control of my powers after that night—I’d lost Jojo too. All of his secrets and lies were one thing, but the thought that he might be part of the attack that night, that he might be connected to what happened to Kasem—that was painful in a way that made my migraines and nosebleeds almost bearable. I wanted to find out the truth so I could control my powers again and so the pain would stop. But I also wanted to prove that the Jojo I loved wasn’t capable of what I’d seen that night.

“Jojo’s lied to me enough about who he is,” I continued. “But I saw the attackers. Jojo wasn’t one of them. I can help you find them.”

It took a moment for Kasem to piece together the meaning in my words, but when he did, his eyes lit up. There was a mixture of fear in his expression, and awe too.

“You know because of your powers.”

I nodded. “You said I was marked earlier. After I used my powers on you, something changed. I can’t control my visions like I used to. I think—I think we’re bound, somehow, by an invisible thread. If I help you find your attackers, maybe you can help me break the bond. Deal?”

I waited for him to speak. But whatever questions were churning in his mind, Kasem seemed trapped in his search for answers.

“You saved me, I saved you,” he said simply.

My heart leaped, hope fluttering in my chest. “Okay, great,” I said. “So I think we should start with the bracelet. Maybe it’s the key to all of this?”

But Kasem didn’t meet my gaze. In fact, he wouldn’t look at me at all anymore.

“What I mean is, if you’re somehow bonded to me, that’s not something I can help with. And my problems are none of your concern.”

For a second, I thought I’d misheard him. But then it hit me.

He’d said no. He wasn’t going to help me.

“But you’re the one who came to me at Gus’s shop,” I said. “Why go through that trouble if you’re just going to change your mind? Why involve me in any of this if you know how dangerous it is?”

“I’ve done enough, and so have you. Whatever situation you’re in because of my brother and your powers, it has nothing to do with me.”

In my mind, I’d imagined what our reunion would be like. But the man standing before me wasn’t the same as the one I’d saved in the alleyway. Somewhere along the line, I’d imagined a version of him that didn’t exist. And if I’d conjured a false image of Kasem by saving him, now I was witnessing that mirage die.

Before the events in the maze and the woodshop, he’d told me there was something strange happening at Westfield, that there were accidents. He’d known how dangerous it might be. And still, he had come to me. He’d asked me to help predict his death. But now he was walking it back like it had just been a minor mix-up, and that was infuriating.

Unless there was something he was hiding, something that would link to the attack that he didn’t want me to know? My mind raced with possibilities. And then, the answer came.

“You know already,” I whispered. “The people who attacked you. You already know who they are. That’s why when I claimed Alaster was part of it, you let him deny it.”

“It’s not that simple,” Kasem said.

“Yes, it is.” I pulled my phone from my pocket and held it toward him. “You told Honey I was your stalker when, really, I’m here because of you. So which is it? Why have you changed since that night? What are you hiding?”

He wouldn’t look at me. “What was I supposed to say?” he whispered. “That I asked a ‘psychic’ to come to Westfield?”

“That would have been the truth.”

“The Board has enough reason to question my inheritance,” he said. “I don’t need them to add concerns about my sanity as another reason why I can’t claim it.”

He was maddening; never answering questions directly, tiptoeing about everything that mattered.

“Look,” I said, trying to gather myself to keep from shaking some sense into him. “Just tell me the truth. Don’t I deserve that, at least?” I could use my powers on him. I would if it came down to it. But part of me was afraid of what I’d find if I looked into his lifeline again.

For a long moment, Kasem and I faced each other in silence, waiting for the other to break.

“You’re right,” he said. Finally. “I know who the attackers were, from the alleyway and even the maze. But they won’t be charged for it. You’re just wasting your time.”

“Why?” I said. “Because they’re rich white kids from Westfield?”

Kasem laughed, irony lacing his words. “Yeah,” he said. “That and the fact that two of them were already expelled from Westfield, and the other one is dead.”

If he’d meant it as a joke, I wasn’t laughing. But neither was he.

“You can’t be serious,” I said.

Instead of answering, Kasem took my phone. He typed something in the search bar and then an article appeared online in the archived results. It showed three Westfield students grinning in front of a fencing mat. Two of them I recognized from the day in the pawnshop. They’d been with Kasem, jeering him on to ask me out. But the third figure, a man with a buzz cut and bright green eyes, looked familiar yet different.

Slowly, it sank in. From the curve of his round face and the close-cut trim of his hair to his hardened features. In the photo, he was dressed in a gray hoodie and a Westfield blazer.

This was the man without eyes.

He, or some version of him, had been there in the maze, and just moments before, in the tunnels under campus. Except that wasn’t completely possible. Not according to the article.


TRAGEDY AT WESTFIELD: STAR ATHLETE AND AWARD-WINNING SCHOLARSHIP STUDENT FOUND JIGSAWED IN SCHOOL WOODSHOP DURING INSTRUCTION SESSION. TWO OTHERS QUESTIONED IN CONNECTION WITH THE DEATH.



Beneath the photo, it listed the names of the fencing students depicted from left to right: Nathan Rowhouse, Jayson Dafophne, and Peter Tomfry.

The article was dated a year ago.

Everything came into focus. Honey and Joseph reminiscing about covering for another resident assistant last minute. Vivian’s story about the upped security system at Westfield and how Poppy House’s former RA had died in a tragic accident. And then there were Alaster’s comments about Nathan, and how he’d gotten entangled in the wrong circles.

It was all connected.

“I was a teacher’s assistant for an art elective,” Kasem began. “We were in the woodshop. Some of the machines there are as old as the school itself. I didn’t see one of them turn it on. Not until it was too late. Nathan pushed me out of the way. He was the one who got caught in the machine. We thought he’d live at first. But he’d lost so much blood. He was already dead by the time the paramedics arrived. He died here. But he’s not gone. They never really are.”

He looked pained, as if he was teetering on the edge of something dark and sinister, like he was harboring a weight too heavy for one person to sustain.

“But I saw him,” I whispered. “Nathan was in the maze. And then again, in the tunnels.”

He couldn’t be dead. There had to be another explanation.

“You have psychic powers but you don’t believe in ghosts?” Kasem said. “A little ironic, don’t you think?”

I glared at him. “So you were stabbed in the alley by a ghost and your two ex-friends.”

“That’s not what I said.”

“Then explain.”

He laughed, a twisted, bitter thing. “Anyone who saves my life is bound to forfeit theirs,” Kasem said. “Nathan already died. His ghost would have been tethered to Westfield, the place where he perished—hence the hauntings in the maze and the woodshop tunnels.”

I rolled my eyes at these wild claims, but Kasem didn’t stop. “But Pete and Jay were there in the alleyway,” he said. “I found out that the police questioned them since we’d all been at the mall together, and they confessed to their part in the attack. They’re out on bail now, both of them. But they’ve been expelled from Westfield.”

“So what about the third figure?” I said. “What about the one who stabbed you?”

His lips quirked, a wry smile hardening his gaze.

“You tell me. Didn’t you say my brother was there that night?”

“The bracelet was in his car, yes. But”—I shook my head—“murder isn’t something Jojo is capable of. And he’s your brother!”

“You don’t know our relationship.”

“Oh, and you’re so close with Alaster?”

“I never said that either,” he answered.

“Alaster wants your inheritance,” I said, counting the string of evidence against his cousin on my fingers. “He told me just as much when I got here. And he has leverage with students across departments. He could have convinced your so-called friends to off you. Someone had to pay their bail, didn’t they? And seeing how well your family has kept the Saint James image squeaky-clean, I’m sure he wouldn’t have an issue covering up what really happened.”

“But you said you saw my brother that night. Alaster has too many ties to the university for him to risk planning an attack like this. But not Jojo. When my brother left here, it was understood that he was giving up his inheritance and its privileges. But despite whatever fake lifestyle he was performing while he was gone, I know my brother. He’s ambitious, and he blames me for everything he’s lost. I wouldn’t be shocked if the Board is rethinking the inheritance going to me instead of him. So, no, if the attacker was my brother, it wouldn’t be a surprise.”

“Are you saying you saw the attacker’s face?” I challenged.

“No,” he admitted. “But I recognized them. I mean, I wasn’t really conscious after getting jumped, but they were familiar—the same way when someone you know walks up behind you, you get a sense of who they are. Besides, he’s lied to you before. Why would now be any different?”

“Because that’s impossible. It would mean—” I shook my head, unable to even let the thought take root in my mind. If my powers weren’t so unreliable right now, I’d offer to look into Jojo’s past from that night, to see for myself where he’d been and how he’d ended up with the bracelet. But even if I could see a vision of that night, Kasem probably wouldn’t take my word.

Whatever had happened between the two brothers had driven a wedge so deep that even attempted murder didn’t seem unreasonable to the other.

“You’re wrong about Jojo,” I said, pushing past him. But he caught my wrist, his grip tight.

For a moment, he searched my gaze. And then understanding settled into his own.

“Maybe you’re the one who doesn’t know him,” he whispered. “Love does that, you know. It makes you see things that aren’t real, to take a lie for the truth even if the answer is right in front of you.”

I looked away, hiding the defeat brimming in my eyes.

“I’m sorry about what happened to your powers and that I got you involved in any of this. But it’s like your Jojo said: Don’t make our problems your own. Because you’ll regret it.”

Shrouded by his tall frame, and under the burn of his gaze, I craned toward him, meeting the intensity of his stare with my own. But he released his hold on me and made for the exit.

The conversation was over to him. But it wasn’t for me.

“I can’t prove it was Alaster,” I said, and he stopped in front of the door. “Not yet. But I know he’s involved. And whether it’s ghosts or Pete and Jay trying to get revenge, I’m going to find out what’s happening with my powers. With or without your help.”

Speaking the words surfaced my memories of Nathan’s gore-soaked figure in the tunnel. Nathan died in the woodshop. If he really was a ghost, that explained his bloody form and the sawdust that covered his body. But when I’d gone into the woodshop, it hadn’t just been his presence I’d felt.

Suddenly, a realization hit me. “One of them was there—in the woodshop. Pete, or Jay. They turned on the machines. Kasem, I think one of them tried to kill me. Or maybe they were both targeting you again? Maybe they were trying to finish what they started in the alleyway?”

The light drained from Kasem’s eyes. I knew instinctively then that I was right. Kasem’s attackers were still after him. So why wouldn’t he help stop them and figure out what was happening with my powers? Why was he so adamant that Jojo was behind the stabbing instead of Alaster, or that ghosts were haunting the university?

“If Pete or Jay has returned to Westfield, if they’re working with Alaster or Jojo or whoever wants me dead, it means there will be more accidents, more attempts on my life, until the debt is paid. A life for a life. My numbered days are bound to theirs. And their ghosts will haunt me until I cross to the other side.”

“You’re not making any sense,” I said. But I couldn’t forget Nathan’s words.

Beware the mark of blood debts. His numbered days are bound to yours.

In the maze, Nathan’s words had been a broken utterance, but in the tunnel, he’d spewed that same warning.

“I’m supposed to die before my twenty-first birthday, before the terms of the will can be fulfilled and I claim my inheritance. And anyone who tries to change my fate is marked to die in my stead.”

I was processing everything, but all of this was too much.

“Like a prophecy?” I asked. “Is that why Nathan targeted me?” Fear flooded through me, a suffocating weight that made my head throb and my breath catch. “If my powers are bound to the future I saw of you inheriting the estate—if I’m connected to your lifeline now, then we need to help each other. Stop being cryptic and talking in circles. We have to trust each other.”

That seemed to shift something in him.

For a moment, Kasem hesitated. Then he lifted his shirt, revealing white bandages lining his abdomen. A hot flush burned against my cheeks as he unwound the coverings. My eyes traced his body, from his bare skin to his toned stomach, down to his lower abdomen, my heart racing. There was a scar there, at the site where the switchblade had impaled him months ago. But the wound was nothing like I’d ever seen before. It was almost like he’d been burned; the stretch of skin where the knife had met his flesh was iridescent, like oil on water.

“I’ve been different too, since then, since the stabbing. I’ve been having these dreams, dreams where I’m roaming Westfield even as my body sleeps. And when I try to wake from them, it’s like I’m trapped. Like I can’t breathe. Didn’t you see how the lights flickered and the room grew cold when the president struck me? Or how the wound on my cheek healed on its own? Even as I’m awake, things aren’t the same. It’s like my body and soul are at war with each other, and the world around me knows something’s wrong.”

All these months, we’d been navigating this weight of what had happened that night on our own. Yet, only now, dissecting our disparate experiences, were we able to piece things together.

Kasem took my hand, gently lifting the bracelet along my wrist.

As he spoke, a warm glow emanated from the cowrie shells and the gold ring. Along my wrist, a thin, translucent mark emerged. It was just as iridescent as the scar on his abdomen.

“She has survived. Release her now of her fate. Let her lifeline be free of the mark of death.”

A soft gold-and-silver light emanated from his scar and the bracelet, and with his words, pain seared my hand, and the marking on my wrist burned a clear white. The tissue there began to repair itself at his command, the mark sweltering until there was only the faintest impression of burn marks shaped like cowrie shells.

Shock radiated through me, making me stumble over my words. “Did—did you just cast a spell on me?”

Between ghosts and magic—all of this was disarming. It was like the world I thought I’d known, even with my powers, was giving way to something more wondrous and sinister.

Instead of answering, Kasem observed the mark on my wrist, uncertain.

“I wasn’t able to help Nathan,” he said. “And if what happened in the woodshop was Pete and Jay’s doing, they’ll have to kill me to transcend their fated deaths. But you survived the mark of death. It ordained you to die in the woodshop, but you lived. Your lifeline should’ve recorrected itself. Yet here it is, still bound to mine.” Kasem brushed his fingertip along the translucent marking on my wrist. His touch was an electric current that set my nerves on fire.

“If we’re both suffering like this, you with your powers unwinding, me with my dreams and sleep paralysis, then maybe you’re right. Maybe our fates can be unbound if we work together? I’ll bring you into my family’s world here at Westfield. I’ll help you unmoor your powers from my lifeline.”

Relief flooded through me, but he held up his hand, interrupting my premature celebration.

“But, Sianna,” he said, and my heart raced at the sound of my name on his lips. His eyes darkened and he drew closer, so close that I could feel the cool heat of his touch, so close that our lips were a breath apart.

“Even though you’ve been absolved of death’s mark, even though the bracelet has granted you its protection because of this, that doesn’t mean you aren’t in danger. Others could die. You still could. Because there’s a price for all of this, and you need to be sure you’re willing to pay it.”

I dug my nails into my palm, unsure how to answer.

I didn’t know if I could trust Kasem, not when he’d known my life was bound to his, yet hadn’t bothered trying to find me or warn me that I would die unless I killed him or survived my own fated death. Sure he’d saved me from the woodshop, but what if he hadn’t?

“What exactly do you need my powers for?” I demanded.

For a long moment, Kasem was silent. And then, in barely a whisper, he spoke.

“My curse,” he said. “I need your help to break it.”







CHAPTER NINETEEN

All ways do lie open

KASEM LED US FROM THE courtyard to two buildings over, where the School of Business was located. Covered in wood dust and recovering from a near-death encounter, the two of us were a sore sight.

He stayed close, leading us through the crowded halls, holding my wrist at times when we nearly separated in the shuffle between classes.

Some of his peers in the Graduate Department greeted us as we made our way down the hallway of the fourth floor. They looked happy to see him, stopping him to ask about the stabbing and how he’d recovered. One of them was a girl named Lena, captain of the fencing club, and she was accompanied by her tennis player boyfriend, Chauncey. From what I could pick up, he was a future stockbroker, and Lena a likely candidate to join an energy efficiency NGO.

“We thought we’d lost you, Saint James,” she said, kissing Kasem on the cheek and hugging him. “Where were you all summer? In the hospital?”

Kasem laughed, gently moving her off him and shooting a regretful smile to Chauncey.

“I was at our summerhouse, recovering there. I wasn’t sure if I’d come back this semester. But we only have a few months left until graduation, and I can’t let you guys walk without me.”

“Good to have you back, man,” Chauncey said. He gave Kasem and me a once-over. “But maybe slow down on those art electives? I thought they retired woodshop after what happened last year.”

I raised an eyebrow, but Kasem brushed away the comment.

“Yeah, I only have a few electives left this year.”

Kasem briefly introduced me and we parted ways, but not before stopping at a vending machine.

When finally we arrived at a terrace that was otherwise empty except for a few students chatting over their class break, Kasem pulled out a chair for me, placing the three bags of chips and two water bottles he’d bought at the center of our table.

“So, who’s Lena?”

“An ex,” Kasem said.

“You broke up with her, I’m guessing?”

“She cheated on me with Chauncey.”

I laughed. I guess I’d been wrong in assuming he and Honey had been a thing. “So she’s the one you wanted to buy my dress for?”

“My heartbreak persists and yet you mock it,” he said, deadpan. “And no, it wasn’t for her. I was buying time to keep you from throwing me out.”

I fidgeted with my hair, tucking a stray curl behind my ear.

“I was pretty hostile,” I admitted. “But I’m here now. We both are. So, where do we start?”

The mood shifted as both of us grew pensive, the moments in the woodshop fresh on our minds.

“What are your theories about your curse and how to break it? Has it always been like this, or were things getting worse? Is that why you came to find me at Gus’s?”

“The accidents have always been here at Westfield,” he said. “But, these past few months, as my twenty-first birthday has gotten closer, the situation has been deteriorating. That’s why the stabbing off campus was—unexpected.”

“But you were with a bodyguard that day,” I said.

“It was suggested that I start traveling with one. But Liam was hired by the board of trustees, not me. So even if I wanted to get information from him about that night, I doubt it would be of much help, especially if it’s as you claim, and Alaster orchestrated the attack.” Kasem paused, picking up a bag of chips and squinting at the ingredients list. “The amount of salt in this is outrageous.”

“It’s vending machine food,” I said, laughing. “What do you expect? There will probably be three chips in there, a handful of crumbs, and nitrogen gas.”

Kasem opened the bag.

“There are four. Only half a handful of crumbs, and, yup, I think that’s nitrogen.”

I held back my laughter as we split the chips, Kasem leaving the bulk of the contents to me.

He had a sense of humor, which I liked. Being so wealthy and removed from normal society, it was probably inevitable that he was somewhat out of touch. And as much as I’d written him off as pompous and elitist, talking with him like this, I realized he was a bit more grounded than I’d initially taken him for—even if he was just discovering the highs and lows of vending machine chips.

“So you thought you’d be safe at Center City Mall, away from campus,” I said. “But you weren’t. So maybe it wasn’t the curse that night? Maybe it was just Pete and Jay and whoever the other attacker was.”

He looked doubtful. “Maybe,” he said. “The curse is tethered to them even when they’re not at Westfield, though, so they probably thought they could fulfill their debt on their own off campus.”

By now, I’d finished the first two bags of chips, mostly by myself, and was on to the third one.

Kasem watched me, a light of amusement in his eyes as his gaze traveled to my lips. He tapped the corner of his mouth, and it occurred to me why he’d actually been staring.

“I’m a nervous eater. Also, they’re good,” I said, wiping away salt and potato bits from my mouth, suddenly shy. A hint of his smile remained. “What else do you remember from that night?”

Kasem cleared his throat.

“Not a lot,” he admitted. “I was barely there after Pete and Jay jumped me. Honey said I was unconscious when the paramedics came, and I spent most of the summer recovering from my injuries. But I remember you, being with you, hearing your voice. I had this sinking sensation that I wasn’t going to make it, and suddenly you were there and something was anchoring me there too.”

Kasem took a sip of his drink, but his eyes were downcast, his knuckles drawn tightly as he clutched the bottle, his long lashes shrouding his full gaze from my view.

“My knowledge of the curse is pretty anecdotal. My father, the last Saint James from our side to die from it, passed when I was barely an infant. What he knew, he told my mother and your Jojo, and I learned through osmosis: One of Westfield’s founders was our ancestor Kent Saint James. You know, the statue you saw in the maze. But none of the men in our family live past our twenty-first birthdays to inherit the estate, and the ones who don’t die young survive because they’ve withdrawn their claim to the inheritance. There’s a ritual you can do that allows for it, but like anything with the curse, it comes with a price.”

“Is that what Jojo did?” I asked. “Is that why the curse didn’t kill him?”

Kasem nodded. “It means the next in line gets the estate and the curse that comes with it. But the board of trustees runs the estate and the conservatorship that manages our inheritance, so our side of the family and Alaster’s are pretty much just figureheads that they need around because Westfield was founded by our families.

“The board has added a few different clauses in the conservatorship over the decades. A few years ago, they added another stipulation—in addition to being a Westfield undergraduate, future heirs also must complete its graduate program. Random new rules like that make it harder for us to inherit Westfield. But really, it boils down to the original will from Westfield’s founder: Whoever among our side of the family is to inherit Westfield must be of age—twenty-one years old—and must have studied within its halls.

“My father didn’t want to do the ritual of disinheritance. He thought he could survive the curse and inherit Westfield so my brother and I wouldn’t have to experience a life counting down the years until it took us. He had a heart attack on the midnight before his twenty-first birthday, when he was a student here. They said he saw something on campus, something that made a young, healthy man die then and there. Ojore was four or five, I think. I don’t think he remembers much about Dad either, but he got to know him more than I did.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, reaching for him and stopping myself. He was telling me his past voluntarily. I didn’t want to risk my powers flaring up. But Kasem traced the back of my hand with his fingers, noticing how I’d wanted to comfort him, needing it in some way.

I leaned toward him, letting our knees touch and my shoes rest against his.

“It’s all right,” he continued. “The Board wouldn’t have wanted him to inherit Westfield. He and our mother had us young—too young. And despite how much the Board tried to stop them from getting married and legally passing on the estate to me and Jojo, they had a shotgun wedding. Alaster’s father was my dad’s best man.”

“So the two sides of your family were close at one point.”

“I mean, as close as they could be with the Board pitting us against each other. Alaster didn’t always use to be like this either. He loved teaching, had a fiancée and everything. He was planning on leaving Westfield, but the Board and the president wanted him to take over when his dad retires, so he was forced back here, given the tenure job, and has slowly become—well, what he is now. But of course, the Board found a way to protect Westfield’s image and use his secrets against him. Everyone connected to my family knows about the curse, including them.”

“Then why don’t you do the ritual?” I asked. “You’d survive the curse. You wouldn’t have to die because of it.”

But even as I asked the question, the answer came to me.

Kasem and Jojo had been the last of their side of the Saint James line. With Jojo having renounced his claim to Westfield, and Kasem’s looming death, that meant that all of Kent’s descendants would be gone. The estate would officially go to Alaster and his family.

Without a curse or any legal recourse keeping them from the inheritance, Westfield University and all its endowments would be theirs.

“My birthday is the seventh of December. Let’s bide our time until then and figure out how to unbind our lifelines—then maybe your migraines and my sleep paralysis will stop. And, if I survive my fated death day, then the curse will be broken. I’ll inherit Westfield, and the accidents plaguing our university will end.

“Besides,” Kasem added, answering my question about the ritual. “I’m not like my brother. I’m not afraid of the curse or of dying because of it. I have nothing to lose.”







CHAPTER TWENTY

No heart among you

WE AGREED TO RECONVENE LATER that week. Kasem would do more research on his family history and report back with what he’d learned. But even though Kasem wouldn’t admit it, the only other person who might have information we needed, besides Alaster, was Jojo.

So, after classes the next day, I decided to explore the History Department, and Vivian, seemingly determined to be my friend, tagged along.

Unlike the School of Business, which had been newly renovated, the School of Humanities was brittle with age. The ceilings arched lower, the old light fixtures still capable of burning gas, while the hallways and floors were fixed together with scored stone tiling.

Most of the classrooms were empty except for a few evening classes taking place. In the department lounge, Vivian and I waited in line to speak to the receptionist at the front desk.

“Honey told me she invited you to Theta’s party,” Vivian said, glancing over the line to see how much longer the wait would be. “It’s the night before your birthday, right?”

“Were you eavesdropping?” I asked, even though she obviously had been.

“I have an ear for those things,” she said with a little shrug. “Are you mad?”

“I mean, I guess it’s better than you looking up my wiki.”

Vivian smiled, pleased with herself. “I don’t even know what that is, but I’m glad you’re not upset.” She glanced at me, tentative. “So, are you going?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

“Kasem will probably be there,” she said. “He’s Sigma. They’re brother and sister societies. You do know he’s a known player,” Vivian said. “But in case you’re unaware, he’s not a long-term kind of guy.”

I sighed. “Trust me. I’m aware.”

“I’m just saying that you spending so much time with people like him and Honey and their circles—it won’t help you like you think. The Sigma and Theta crowds host these parties to lure people, but they don’t actually want any Poppies there. That’s what happened to Nathan. At first he was a Poppy, and then he became wrapped up with the Ivies and Roses, and befriending people like Kasem. Next thing you know, he’s dead.”

“I made a lot of assumptions too about Kasem when I first met him. But he’s not like that. And what happened to Nathan was an accident.”

Vivian rolled her eyes. “Congratulations. You officially sound like a Westfield spokesperson. Funny how the Saint James family and the school always have an excuse for the accidents on campus but can’t seem to give an answer as to why they’re happening.”

“I’m not asking you to get involved. But I appreciate your concern.” And I did. I was used to doing things on my own, being alone. Vivian was nosy, opinionated, and a bit of an oddball, but nonetheless, I found that I enjoyed her presence, even if it wasn’t something I was used to.

“Just talk to Angelica,” she said. “If you’re thinking of rushing, Theta isn’t the kind of sorority you want to involve yourself with. Ԑnhye, our sisterhood, would be of much better help.”

We stopped at the front desk, and a receptionist interrupted our conversation to scan our ID cards. Vivian had left hers at her dorm, so she ended up shooting me a quick goodbye and leaving.

I slipped mine from my bag and pinged the digital reader. The device flashed brightly, a loading icon appearing on the screen as it analyzed my ID card before it turned red.

I cursed under my breath.

“Are you signed up for any department classes?” the receptionist asked. “You need to be either in the School of Humanities or taking one of its courses to enter the faculty and student lounges.”

“I’m in an elective,” I lied. “A history one.”

She gave me a blank look. “Then your ID card should’ve been recognized in our system.”

Quickly, I brushed my hand against the digital reader, and despite how much I’d been avoiding triggering my powers, I willingly let a vision wash over me.

The images raced through my mind: students tapping their cards on the screen and gaining entry, some being denied, and others typing their student numbers into the reader so the receptionist could look them up manually. Jojo had been among the sea of faces that had entered the lounge earlier in the day. The sight of him tore at my heart. I pushed further to days before, pain rippling against my head as I channeled until I found someone I thought I could pass as.

“Actually, can I try my student number?” I said, gasping as I drew away from the reader.

The receptionist looked concerned but didn’t voice it.

Instead, she glanced at her computer.

“Are you sure?” she said. “It’s reading your ID card, and it’s just saying you don’t have access. There’s no photo here, though. You might want to update your student profile.”

“I’m in the process of switching to the History Department, so my adviser, Professor Saint James, said it might give me some trouble in the beginning.” Name-dropping Alaster made my stomach curdle, but it’s not like I had much of a choice.

The woman’s eyes widened.

“Oh, my mistake. Of course. Try again.”

I typed in the student ID number I’d seen in the vision. The screen reader flashed green, but from behind the desk where the receptionist sat looking at her computer, she frowned.

“Emma?” she said, glancing between me and the photo ID of a Black girl who looked like she was in a punk rock band, piercings and all. She squinted for a moment. “What happened to your tattoos?”

“They were temporary. It was a phase,” I said, rolling my eyes for the bit.

The receptionist looked uncertain, but she waved me in.

Inside, the department lounge was less crowded. A few research scholars sat at desks with their heads bent over their computers, while others hunched over books and engaged in whispered conversations.

I spotted Jojo in the back, at a small table with two of his peers. He chatted easily with them, even as he focused intently on transcribing information from a worn, leather-bound journal onto his computer. When he glanced up and caught me watching him, he hesitated, closing the journal and slipping it into his bag as he waved me over.

“Sianna,” he said. “Good to see you here.”

Him performing this way in front of the other two researchers was infuriating.

“We need to talk.”

“My colleagues and I are actually in the middle of something.”

Ignoring him, I pulled out the letter I’d brought from my bag, the one I’d found in Jojo’s car with the bracelet.

“I know about the curse,” I said.

Jojo’s fake smile fell. He swallowed, glancing between the other researchers and then back at me.

“All right,” he said. “Let’s talk.”
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“What do you want to know?” Jojo asked.

Desperate for privacy, he’d drawn us chairs near a series of bookshelves that obscured us from view.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Where do you want to start?”

“That’s not specific enough, Sianna.”

I rolled my eyes, crossing my arms and leaning forward so others wouldn’t hear.

“How about the fact that you lied to me about who you are? That you haven’t even told me how you got the bracelet after the stabbing? Or maybe start at the family curse you and Kasem are bound to?”

“I don’t have a family,” Jojo said. “Kasem and I, as you are very aware, aren’t on good terms. Our father is dead and our mother is in no condition to support us, let alone herself. So, no, I wasn’t lying to you and Louisa.”

“But when I asked you about the Saint James family in the mall—”

“I told you the truth. My family is twisted and there’s a lot of pain and trauma we’ve been through. You of all people should understand what it’s like wanting to be known for more than just your name but for who you are, as a person.”

I recoiled at his words. “Don’t act like you know me. You don’t anymore. And don’t bring up my family.”

“Well, someone should,” he snapped. “You’re at Westfield, your dream school. And instead of attending classes and being the brilliant performer you are, you’re wasting your time with my brother in private terraces. And yes, I know about that. Everyone does. They’re calling you his new toy. That or saying you’re trying to finish what you started in the alley.”

“Well, I guess that means we have something in common,” I said, glaring at him. “Kasem thinks you’re the one who tried to kill him.”

“He can think whatever he wants. I couldn’t care less. But he has no right bringing you in this. It’s our curse, our family. If you’d attended Westfield on your own right, that would be different. But if you came here because of him—”

I held up the bracelet, cutting him off by showing him the translucent mark on my wrist.

“I came here because of this,” I said. “I’m bound to him now. So, no, I didn’t exactly have a choice. But my powers are unraveling, and until the curse breaks or I find some way to fix this, then it won’t matter whether I’m suffering in Westfield or somewhere else.”

I couldn’t describe it to him, the constant visions, the weight of them tearing at my mind, making me lose touch with reality.

“I don’t want to end up like her, Jojo,” I said, tears burning against my lashes. “She spent the last few days of her life paranoid and tormented by her powers. I don’t want that to be me.”

A soft light gleamed in Jojo’s eyes, like he could feel my pain as his own. He took my wrist, where the scar glimmered, tracing his hand along the length of it. My pulse was a thousand drums, beating to the tune of his heartbeat.

But then something snapped in him.

“I’m going to kill him,” he said, standing. “He shouldn’t have put you in danger like that. He knew better. He’s always so careless.”

Around us, heads turned in our direction.

I grabbed Jojo by the shoulder, yanking him back down and pulling away quickly before I could be thrust into a vision.

“It’s not his fault—”

“If you say that again, I will actually lose it, Sianna. I genuinely will. He put your life at risk. What happened in the alleyway? You didn’t just find him and call the paramedics, did you? You saved his life. Which means you were marked by the curse, marked to die.”

“But I survived. I’m protected,” I said, repeating Kasem’s words.

“Only from the curse directly targeting you. But Kasem is in danger, and you are too, as long as you’re near him. What if another accident happens? You could still die.”

“So then help us,” I said, frustrated. “Help us break the connection my powers have with his lifeline.”

“The only way I know of removing such a bond is if he dies or if you break the curse.” Jojo seethed. “And he’s going to, Sianna. You’re going to spend these next four months in torture because of your powers, risking your life and maybe getting hurt, just for him to die.”

He pulled off the bracelet. When he did, the scar on my wrist shimmered, more opaque than it had been before. All around us, the lights in the seating area began to flicker, dimming and flashing as a fog thickened in the air—as if some force beneath our waking world had been stirred from its sleep.

“That’s why he let you keep his beads of protection. The bracelet is meant to be a ward against all evil. But it can only do so much, and he’s putting the both of you at even more risk by not wearing the beads himself. He has absolutely no protection from the curse and none of the wards the beads would have at least granted him.”

“Does Kasem know that?” I whispered.

Jojo laughed. “Do you think he cares?”

Gently, he strung the bracelet back on my wrist. Beneath its touch, the mark turned translucent again, as if taking it off had weakened its ability to keep the mark at bay.

“Our ancestor Kent,” Jojo said, “the one who first helped found Westfield a long time ago, was given the beads of protection by his wife, Yara, a woman gifted with an affinity for charming objects. He was going to fight in the Civil War for the Union, in one of the Black regiments at the time. She wanted to keep him safe, so she made the bracelet, and over the years, she added little charms like the cowrie shells, and then the ring, after he inherited Westfield at the end of the Civil War, at the dawn of Reconstruction. It’s a family heirloom. It can’t stop the curse from killing the heir or those marked by the curse, but wearing it does a good job protecting them. As much as it can.

“Kasem probably thinks having the bracelet won’t make a difference at this point,” Jojo continued, “but maybe he’s right to let you keep it. You’re the first person we know who survived your fated death by the curse. At the very least, while you wear it, you have the bracelet’s wards.” His expression softened, reluctantly allowing himself to be pleased by something Kasem had done, if just for a moment.

But worry tore at me. This meant Kasem was in more danger than he might have been with the bracelet. Because of me.

“So, Yara was a witch?”

“Not a witch. One gifted with an affinity. We would describe it no differently than your affinity to see into timelines.”

“My powers aren’t a gift,” I said.

“I’m not trying to tell you how you should feel about it. But that’s how we would consider it.”

“So if she added protection charms to the bracelet, wouldn’t that mean she knew about the curse? Is there a way to find out more about her?”

“I don’t know much more than that. Our mother would, but she’s—she wouldn’t be able to speak of it. And me telling you all this doesn’t change my position about you being at Westfield or getting involved with our family.”

“Then why are you back at Westfield?” I asked. “Are you really working with Alaster, even though he obviously wants the inheritance?”

“The research I’m doing is about Westfield’s origins. I’m studying the important artifacts in the school’s collection, dating them, and tracing them back to the alumni who may be connected to them.”

“Which means that we can use what you find to help us break the curse. Instead of cozying up to the board of trustees or Alaster, help Kasem. Help me.”

Jojo clasped his hands together, his gaze darkening, like he was fighting something, something he wanted to say but couldn’t. When he looked at me again, my heart sank.

Whatever battle he’d been having with himself, the white flag of retreat fell heavy on him.

“I can’t. I’m sorry, Sianna.”

“You don’t have to decide right now,” I said. “But think about it. Please?”

It took him a moment but then he nodded.

“I will.”

It wasn’t much, but the unease in my heart settled into relief. I smiled, hopeful for the first time.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

And yet I see thee still

BEFORE I KNEW IT, SEPTEMBER came, and I found myself standing outside Theta House on the night before my twentieth birthday. Voices spilled into the dark, the words drowned by the heavy bass of music.

The Sigmas were the rowdiest in the gathering of people, carelessly manhandling others in line and chanting as they hyped up freshmen for their first frat party. Kasem was among them, again with that silver flask.

He wore tan athleisure sweats and a graphic tee with a Basquiat piece printed on it. He laughed easily, his drink sloshing from the flask when one of his frat brothers jostled him into doing some weird handshake. When our gazes met he gave me a little nod, but otherwise, he barely acknowledged my existence among his Sigma brothers. Vivian’s warning flared in the back of my mind. I couldn’t help the prickles of annoyance sprouting in me from his easy dismissal.

“You made it!” Honey said. She waved from the front porch.

Beside me, Vivian sighed.

“This is a bad idea,” she whispered.

Yet, nonetheless, we headed toward Honey and climbed the steps.

Honey screamed when she spotted Vivian with me. “And you brought Vivi? Vivi, you never come to these. It’s so great to see you, darling!”

Vivian gave Honey a grim smile as we gathered at the railing.

“Next weekend, when the buses go to town, we must go together. There are some really cute boutiques that opened.”

“I don’t go to town,” Vivian said. “I’d rather stay on campus.”

But Honey was already on to her next target. Me.

“And SiSi, you look cute. But jeans and a crew neck. I know it’s not midnight yet, birthday girl. But seriously?” She pouted. By the look of her half-finished Solo cup, her sense of volume control had deteriorated over the course of the night, so much so that a few heads turned in our direction, including Kasem’s.

Honey took my arm, leading Vivian and me inside the house. It was utterly packed. Every inch was people craning against one another for space as we snaked through hallways covered in Theta awards and regalia. The walls were decorated with framed photos of current members along with alumni who’d graduated years before, probably spanning as far back as the late nineteenth century. One of the photos caught my attention.

It was an old tintype of a group of women standing in front of Theta House in the 1850s. They wore huge hoopskirts, their dresses pleated, the long sleeves sewn with Theta’s Greek letters. A few of the women in the photo had dark brown skin, or facial features that looked more racially ambiguous than some of the other pale-skinned women in the tintype.

“Who are they?” I asked, stopping Honey in front of the photo.

It took her a moment to orient herself, her drink sloshing in her cup as she stumbled back to stare at the portrait too.

“Those are Theta’s founding members,” Honey said. She pointed to two of the women at the center of the image, a white woman with curly brown hair and pale skin, and then a dark-skinned Black woman next to her, her own hair just as curly and braided in a crown.

“That’s Evelyn Saint James and Yara Saint James.”

I startled at the mention of Kasem and Jojo’s ancestor.

“Evelyn is from Alaster’s side of the Saint James family. Westfield was actually one of the few institutions in Virginia that taught freedmen and -women and low-income white students. Evelyn and Yara were married to the heirs of Westfield, Duncan Saint James and Kent Saint James—Duncan’s half brother. They were all abolitionists, so when Kent ended up inheriting the school in his father’s will, Evelyn and Yara founded Theta and Duncan and Kent founded Sigma as its abolitionist societies. Their goal was to fight for emancipation through a social and academic front, and a legislative one too. Obviously things didn’t, like, turn out the way they wanted, with Virginia seceding from the Union. But even in the war, when Westfield was ransacked, they kept the secret societies running and did a lot in the war efforts to spy for the Union and undermine the Confederacy.”

Stunned, I asked, “Why doesn’t Westfield talk about that history more?” Having Greek life that had been created for the abolitionist cause felt like something to celebrate. Not bury in secret.

“We live in Virginia,” Honey said. “But, mostly, the Board doesn’t want to risk losing donor money from—”

“Racists?” I said, finishing the sentence for her.

She grimaced. “Yeah. It’s awful, really. But we try and do our part in Theta to instill that history and important legacy in our members.”

I glanced back at the portrait, from Evelyn, whom Alaster’s family were descendants of, to Yara, Kasem and Jojo’s ancestor. Both women looked brave and bold in the photo, grinning from ear to ear at the completed construction of Theta House. On Yara’s dress, it wasn’t just Theta’s Greek letters patched into the fabric, but symbols not so different from the adinkra ones engraved in my mother’s Ankara dress.

Including the same peach pit adinkra that Angelica wore on her gold necklace.

“Let me introduce you to some people,” Honey hummed as we retreated farther into Theta House.

“Oh, and here.” She grabbed a drink that one of the Sigma guys was clearly in the middle of chugging and handed it to me instead, but I shook my head and she downed it herself. The guy was about to flip her off, then realized it was Honey. She blew him a kiss as thanks.

“This is Lena. That’s Remy, and Cecilia’s our chapter president. Denise—but pronounced like ‘nice’—and oh, Gina’s our finance girlie! And Sareah—with an e-a-h, though I can never remember the right spelling—is head of our charitable committee. Molly is our chapter historian, and Renee is our record keeper. Oh, and obviously there’s me, social chair, of course. Did I miss anyone? I don’t think I did, but I hope they’ll forgive me if so.”

The sea of faces came and went, most of which were color variations of the same deep fake tan and dyed blond hair that they pretended was natural. Every once in a while, there’d be a dot of melanin in the crowd. Yet all of them seemed to be in the same miniskirts or crop tops.

“There’s a small group of us in the guest room,” Honey said. She grinned. “But first…”

Before I could stop her, she whisked me away to one of the dorm rooms, where two Theta girls were talking to a few freshmen about rushing. One of the girls was from the fan boat; I was certain that she was the one who’d recognized me as Baby Mozart and tipped off Alaster.

The other freshmen I’d seen at the Rose and Ivy orientation, while one of the Theta girls looked like a junior or senior. She had warm brown skin and honey-brown eyes, her hair styled in Senegalese twists. She was dressed in jean shorts and a crop top, while the others donned the miniskirt variation of the outfit.

“Janette,” Honey shouted. “We have a birthday girl!”

Janette, the girl with the twists, squealed. “Makeover! Oh my gosh, she’s so cute,” she said, rushing over to me with her own Solo cup somehow perfectly balanced. “I want to be her Big.”

“What?” Honey said. “I was going to ask first!”

“I’m not rushing,” I said, but they seemed to be in their own world.

“I think I have something she can change into,” Janette said.

She dug through a dresser and pulled out a golden baby doll dress with thin straps and a slit. It was cute, even if it was something I normally wouldn’t be caught dead in during such a chilly night.

Outside, there was a knock on the door.

“We’re starting,” someone said, a man’s voice, and there were a few others with him.

The girls shoved me into a bathroom, and I reluctantly changed, slipping into the dress, which was slightly tight but not too restrictive. It fell just to my mid-thighs, which meant that I couldn’t bend down much without exposing myself. I styled my hair quickly, fluffing up my tightly coiled curls so they framed my face with a halo effect that I decided complemented the look. I was already wearing the dark brown lip liner and gloss combo that I usually wore to parties, and had drawn thick wings for my eyeliner.

When I left the bathroom, I was ambushed by party poppers and someone planting a tiny fun hat on my head.

“Happy birthday!” Honey shouted.

The room exploded with cheers as Theta and Sigma members congratulated me with drinks. I passed them off to others, ducked when strangers tried to offer me more. But at some point, Honey and some of the Thetas circled back with handfuls of shots. I don’t know if I’d been worn down, or if a part of me secretly wanted to give in. But I threw back a shot and the roar of cheers and the burn of liquor down my throat steeled me.

After the first drink came the second, and by the time I thought I was on my fourth, I realized I’d already lost count. Every time I drank, they’d start cheering and chanting. Eventually, I started chanting too, not understanding the words or what they meant, but feeling the warmth of them against the sting of liquor.

The world became a dizzy haze of lights and color and shadowy forms. At some point, I lost Vivian in the crowd, and Honey, Janette, and the gossipy girl from the fan boat were sitting in a circle with me and a bunch of Sigmas.

Once again, a shot was shoved into my hand.

I hadn’t eaten much that day, but now I was swimming through the world. My head was light, my vision a blurry slog, and all the people around me were distortions of themselves. All I could do was laugh and laugh and drink more.

“You all right?” Jojo’s voice said. “You’ve been throwing those back like water.”

“Jojo, you’re here!” I giggled. The world tilted beneath me as I snuggled against his shoulder like we always used to do. Laughter spilled through the room, and I frowned—confused.

“It’s Kasem,” he corrected me. “You must be beyond wasted, birthday girl.”

He sat closer to me in the circle—Kasem, not Jojo. His hand steadied me as I pulled my head back.

I smiled.

“I can’t believe you’re actually cursed.” I cupped my hands over my mouth, looking around nervously. But no one was paying attention. Everyone was drinking and enjoying themselves.

“You sound amused by that,” Kasem answered flatly.

I laughed and shook my head. “No, no. Of course not. Curses are bad.”

I tried to make my expression serious, but I couldn’t stop giggling. I’d only been drunk once before, when I was thirteen and at a party an executive was throwing after some awards show. The new manager my parents had hired promised that the event was a networking opportunity that could change my career. Instead, I’d spent most of the party hiding from leery strangers. Safe to say, that night had been the precursor of my early retirement from fame.

“Are you all right?” Kasem asked again. “You don’t look well.”

My memories of my childhood weren’t all like that. There’d been some happy times with me and my parents and performing. But then there had been nights like that one, where I’d locked myself in a bathroom and cried myself to sleep. The next morning, my manager broke through the door, took me back home, and told my parents that I’d never make it. That it was better for me to stay local and use my talent for party tricks.

Honey sat beside me.

“So what’s with you and Ojore—sorry, Jojo? I’m getting used to it. You know, he used to get so upset when people would pronounce his name wrong. It’s so odd how much he’s changed since we were younger.”

I hadn’t known that. But, again, as I was coming to learn, there was a lot about Jojo that I didn’t know.

“Nothing,” I said. “He used to rent the apartment above where my aunt and I lived. So we were neighbors for a little bit.”

“But you have feelings for him?” Honey giggled and reached for Kasem. “Didn’t you say she’s, like, in love with him?”

Heat burned through me, and I glared at Kasem.

“And what makes you say that?”

“Oh, she’s not denying it,” Honey teased. “How cute.”

Kasem took another swig from his flask. “You’re boring us all, Honey.”

But Honey ignored him.

“You know what you should do to get his attention?” she said. “Make him realize that he’s been in love with you this whole time and that he’d be an idiot to ignore his feelings.”

I laughed. “And how would I do that?”

Honey leaned closer, her drink nearly spilling on me until Kasem firmly adjusted it away. I whispered him a quiet thanks and he nodded curtly, taking another swig from his flask.

“You should screw his brother.”

At Honey’s words, Kasem nearly choked on his drink.

Honey and a few other girls who had started eavesdropping burst out laughing while I leaned over Kasem, instinctively patting his back as he regained his composure.

His toned muscles were firm against my palm, and for a moment, a vision flashed in my mind. It was him only a few minutes ago, locked in a room by himself while the party raged on. He rested his head against the bathroom wall, his eyes staring blankly ahead, empty. Someone called his name and there was that mask again. He unscrewed the flask and filled its contents with bottled water.

The vision dissipated, and I returned to the present, to Kasem and Honey arguing.

“Please spare us your dating advice, Honey.”

“What? It’s a good idea. You’d get back at Jojo and she’d get him to finally notice her. Besides, it’s her birthday tomorrow. And what girl doesn’t want a Saint James boy as a birthday gift?”

My cheeks burned as Kasem’s deep brown eyes bore into mine.

“Don’t tell me you agree?”

“Obviously not,” I said, but I couldn’t meet his gaze, and the disappointment that seemed to bloom there brought me back to that day in the store, when I’d eyed his money with greed.

“All right,” he said. He leaned toward me, my back pressing up against the wall as he drew closer. We were inches apart now, his thigh pressed against mine, his lips a breath away, his long lashes delicate, entreating, his smile pleasant, yet forced. “Then how about we change our arrangement? You do me a solid with what I asked of you earlier, and I’ll help you make my brother jealous.”

I pushed him away.

“You’re being a jerk,” I said. “And you’re not even drunk. I know there’s just water in your flask.”

“Oh, I’m the jerk?” He laughed. “Sorry, I thought I was just playing along.”

He stood to leave, but Honey took his hand.

“Don’t be mad, Kasem. I’m just trying to help.”

“Well, no one asked for it, least of all me.”

Honey whispered something to him, and he pulled away, leaving her teary-eyed and hurt.

Suddenly, the lights went out. Screams erupted, and some people stumbled to their feet, trying to escape the pitch-dark room. A chill filled the air, and behind us there was a sharp click as the door was locked from the other side.

The only light came from the faint glow of candles. A figure emerged from a hidden door that, moments before, had been a bookshelf. The figure wore a black veil over her face with moths woven into the lace. The glow of the candlelight and the spidery lace of her veil cast shadows across her pale face. A single moth led her path into the room.

“The hour of midnight draws near,” she said. “It’s time.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

What fates impose

I LOOKED AROUND WILDLY, SEARCHING for an exit, anxiety churning within me.

“Did everyone bring their object?” The figure in the veil drew closer, and I could make out her features. It was the woman Honey had introduced earlier as the Theta chapter president, but her name escaped me.

She gestured to Honey, who seemed to be pulling herself together after the argument with Kasem. But with the spotlight on her, Honey snapped back into her usual bubbly self.

She held up her hand, flashing us an expensive-looking engagement ring on her finger. It was gold, with the same elegant finish as the one hanging from my cowrie shell bracelet. A large, glittering diamond was fashioned on the bridge of the gold band.

All the girls squealed, while the guys exchanged knowing looks.

“Who’s the lucky man?” Janette asked.

“It’s a secret,” Honey said, flashing me a wink.

Beside me, Kasem returned to his seat, stiffening and not responding to the engagement news the way the others had. We were the only two who knew that the mystery man was none other than Alaster.

To my surprise, though, Honey pulled the ring off and placed it in the middle of the circle. Everyone started shuffling through their jewelry or objects they’d brought and placing them there too. Someone, the fan boat girl, I realized, had even brought a leather-bound notebook into the circle.

“Sianna will bring hers next time,” Honey said to excuse me. When it was Kasem’s turn, he simply took a shot from his silver flask. A few people had done something similar. Taking a shot or drinking was the only way to get out of offering something to the circle.

Joseph, the guy from Poppy House’s orientation, was among the Sigma brothers. He offered a baseball cap.

“Does that mean you’ll be the host, Kasem?”

Cheers spilled through the room, but Kasem flipped his friends off.

“Like hell I will,” he said.

I turned to Honey, confused.

“We’re doing a summoning,” she said.

“A summoning?” I repeated.

She nodded, a wicked grin on her lips. “It’s tradition. For the first party of each year, we alternate the host, the one who communes with the great beyond. Last year, a Sigma brother did a summoning of one of their alumni. This year, it’s Theta’s turn. Cecilia’s leading the proceedings, of course, as Theta’s president.”

“So this is a séance?”

“Don’t tell me you’re scared,” Honey said, laughing along with some of the other girls who’d overheard. But the fan boat girl, the Hearst girl Alaster had warned me about, looked nervous. Kasem didn’t seem happy about the circumstances either.

“I think you should go,” Kasem whispered. “Some of the traditions Theta and Sigma have are—unusual.”

“What about the curse?” I whispered back. “Honey told me your ancestors were founding members.”

“I know,” he said. “Why do you think I joined Sigma?”

“And have you found anything from that?”

“Not anything that’s made a difference, which is why I didn’t mention it. I didn’t want you to feel pressured to rush on my behalf.”

Honey cleared her throat.

“Perhaps we should talk about the curse another time,” she whispered.

I spun to face Kasem. “She knows?”

“I said everyone connected to my family knows about the curse. Honey’s family is part of the board of trustees.”

My surprise morphed into anger, and I glared at Kasem for withholding this small yet vital piece of information. “How am I supposed to trust you if you keep just ‘forgetting’ to tell me things like this?”

“He couldn’t be explicit because we technically don’t have anything to do with the curse,” Honey said. “Theta and Sigma have our own traditions to try and protect Westfield students from it.”

A voice across the room interrupted us.

“I think Sianna should be the host,” Cecilia said. “She’s the birthday girl, after all.”

The room erupted in cheers. Hands started pushing me toward the middle of the circle, and in my drunken state, it was hard to see who was reaching and pulling and tugging and yanking me forward. But then someone circled my waist in a protective grip, keeping me anchored where I was; Kasem, guarding me even as the others kept trying to thrust me in the circle.

“I’ll be the host for the spirit,” he relented. “Sianna will choose the object.”

Shouts of annoyance filled the room, but Kasem ignored them, walking to the center of the circle and sitting crisscross, his eyes pressed shut, his hands splayed out.

Honey stilled at her seat. She watched Kasem and shot me a wary smile.

“He can be sweetly protective sometimes,” she said, her voice strained, aching. I remembered her words from earlier.

If you’re asking if I’m choosing to be with Alaster, I am. But do I want to be? Well, why wouldn’t I? He’s a Saint James, after all. My parents and the Board want to strengthen our ties to their family. So, I guess Alaster will do.

She’d been engaged to Jojo and had exchanged him for Alaster when he’d lost his inheritance. But really, it had been Kasem that she’d longed for, even before he’d been deemed Westfield’s new heir.

“Sianna,” Cecilia said, “join Sigma brother Kasem in the circle and choose the object we will be channeling for the summoning.”

Honey elbowed me to hurry, and I stumbled forward, taking a seat directly in front of Kasem. His eyes were still shut, but our knees touched this close in the circle.

“The object,” Cecilia demanded.

I grabbed one before I could change my mind: the leather notebook the Hearst girl had brought with her. The moment the burnt tips of my fingers touched the leather, the world around me dissolved into fractals of color and time.

Faintly, I watched the Sigma and Theta members gathered around me. Kasem had opened his eyes and watched along with them as the vision consumed me. Suddenly, my view of the present blurred as a new scene materialized: a scene from the Hearst girl’s past.

The vision took me to weeks before, to the day we freshmen had arrived at the dock where we’d be taken to Westfield University. The Hearst girl, Sarah, was hunched in a corner away from the group and talking to someone on the phone—her mother. Sarah’s voice was quiet, but in the vision, I overheard her and her mother on the other side of the line clearly, as if I was on the phone myself.

An article was going to come out about a young man named Danny who had reportedly died by suicide, and the boy’s journal entries painted Sarah in a terrible light. Sarah was desperate for her parents to pay the article’s kill fee. She’d barely known the boy, she’d claimed. Everything he’d allegedly written about her was a lie. Besides, she’d changed in these last six months. And she was going to be a freshman at Westfield University—practically a new person. Forget the past. Forget who she’d let die to get what she wanted.

“He was obsessed with me. It’s not my fault—”

The vision jumped further back, and different parts of the past began to run together; her and Danny kissing in his Westfield dorm, his funeral, the heat of his lips against her neck, her preparing the speech at his wake, his hands clasped over his ears as she screamed and laughed and mocked him. The words she had yelled, the very same ones he’d scored in his journal like poetry. Weak. Pathetic. Worthless. Then there was his college roommate, who’d discovered a journal with his handwriting two days after he’d been found dead, right here, at Theta House. No one had known what he’d been doing in Theta House that night. Cheating on his girlfriend, maybe? Sneaking into each house on Greek Row as a fraternity initiation rite, perhaps? Whatever the case, a reporter from the city paper had started covering the story. Sarah’s parents had paid them off.

Pain throbbed in my forehead, setting my nerves on fire, collecting at the bridge of my nose in a rush.

Someone grabbed the journal from my hand, and I was pulled back to the present.

At first, I thought it was Kasem, but he, like the others, watched me, unsure, and then in awe.

Everything I’d seen in the vision, I’d spoken aloud. Sarah collapsed on the floor, sobbing.

“I didn’t kill him. It was one fight. I know what I said was wrong, but I didn’t kill Danny. It was this school. It destroyed him.”

In the circle, Honey beamed with pride. “I told you. Sianna is totally Theta material.”

Cecilia nodded, impressed too. “It’ll certainly make our screenings less cumbersome.”

“We would have told you about the summoning and everything,” Honey added at my confused expression. “But it’s not something we’re able to share with outsiders who aren’t rushing for Theta or Sigma. We are bound in silence by our oath to our societies. Those chants we spoke earlier? They ensure that we can only share the events of tonight among one another.”

Someone tried to help Sarah up, but she screamed, stumbling to where the journal lay on the ground, where she started tearing through the entries, papers flying everywhere as her tears blotted the pages, making them illegible. I turned, and suddenly Vivian was standing next to me. Her eyes were wide, her Westfield blazer dripping as it always was. Like it had since the night we’d arrived at Westfield.

“We need to leave,” Vivian said. “Now.”

But the Sigmas and the Thetas were chanting, Cecilia in her mourning veil, the candle flickering in a violent rage as smoke and shadows filled the room. Suddenly there was a form; the figure of a young man no older than twenty, with pale skin and blond hair. He was dressed in the same clothes he’d worn the night he’d died: sweatpants and a Westfield hoodie. Crimson rimmed his pupils, and blood streaked his temple. He strode to Sarah, pressing his hand on her cheek. When she gazed up at him, it was like the light had gone from her eyes, like there was no one there. Holding the notebook, she strode to the window, hand in hand with the man.

“They lied about what happened,” they both said, their voices joined in one terrible chorus. “Now may the debts we owe to blood be waged in our legacy.”

The creaking window burst open. Screams filled the room. Sarah and Danny glanced down at the three stories beneath us. And then, with a faint smile and the journal torn as it was, yet still clutched in her hand, Sarah climbed the window, ready to jump from the third floor of Theta House.







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Long as my exile, sweet as my revenge

EVERYTHING HAPPENED AT ONCE: THE screaming, the rush of wind, the doors bursting open around us. Theta’s members tried to stop Sarah, but she screeched a string of words that sounded like poetry and nails scraping across chalkboards, chanting in a voice that wasn’t her own.

A burst of wind tore through the room and knocked us to the ground, breaking all the doors from their hinges. And then, suddenly, there was Vivian. No longer at my side, her figure appeared like a ghostly apparition on the other side of the room as Sarah dropped the journal and leaped from the window.

Vivian jumped after her, levitating and shooting across the room like starlight. There was a scream, and at the last minute, a hand appeared, clinging to the windowsill.

Kasem was the one who got to Sarah first. He grabbed her arm, pulling her back into the room just as the lights sprang to life and voices from downstairs shouted that faculty was here, the party was over.

But the Theta members kept whispering, chanting as they drew closer to where Danny’s spirit hovered in front of the window. Gold lines cut through the air, threading into an intricate pattern like the lace veil Cecilia wore; like a moth. Its wings were made of light, and as the members chanted, the moth charged toward Danny’s spirit and exploded into gold fireworks as his screams pierced the night.

This wasn’t a summoning. This was an exorcism.

At the foot of the window, Sarah’s eyes were glassy as she crouched to the floor, holding on to Kasem for dear life.

“I have her,” Sarah said, but her voice wasn’t her own; it was like Vivian’s voice was speaking through her. “Danny wasn’t trying to hurt her. He was just showing us how he died. That it wasn’t like what the reports were saying.”

“It was the curse, then,” Kasem said, responding as though nothing was wrong.

Sarah—Vivian?—laughed. “It always is.”

I couldn’t breathe. It was as if Vivian was inside Sarah, like she was possessing her. And there was that pool of swamp water, dripping at Sarah’s feet. It occurred to me, suddenly: She was a ghost. Vivian, the girl who had taken me under her wing here at Westfield, was dead.

Theta’s members turned their attention to Sarah.

“It is against the sacred law for a ghost to steal possession of a human form,” Cecilia shouted. “Vivian, you may be under the protection of Ԑnhye, but you broke code from your sisterhood with your actions today.”

The Ԑnhye—I recognized the name. It was the society that Vivian and Angelica wanted me to join.

“She was just trying to help,” Honey said, but Cecilia raised her hand, silencing her.

“For a spirit to take possession of a human breaks law. It risks their soul morphing into that of a wraith. We of Theta Omicron Delta have made it our mission since our inception to free all souls in bondage. You dare interrupt our summoning that protects Westfield from the vestiges of the curse’s blight?”

“You were sloppy today,” Sarah said, speaking in Vivian’s voice. “And you will hear from my sisterhood about your actions, which put an innocent student at risk. Allow us passage from here, and I will ensure that I not break law again by disrupting your summoning.”

“Let’s bring it to a vote,” Honey said. “Renee, will you attend to the records?”

One of the Thetas nodded, stretching out her hands and drawing in the air like a conductor directing an orchestra. As she did, silver lines appeared, just like earlier, during the exorcism.

“All in favor of sanctions being brought to Vivian, of our cousin sorority?” Renee said.

“Nay,” Honey said, stepping forward.

“Nay,” Janette said.

“Aye,” Cecilia said, standing on the opposite side of Honey. As each member spoke, they stood behind the member they agreed with. Eventually, the members each stood according to their votes. Three nays, six ayes.

“We will bring your case to sanction, Vivian. Kasem, you too will be brought to Sigma for your actions of interrupting tonight’s banishing. But we grant you passage. Leave. Now.”

Kasem reached for me but I pulled away, pressing my eyes shut, taking in everything. And yet, the soft touch of his hands anchored me. “We need to leave before they change their minds. Can you walk?”

I nodded, and he helped me stand, taking my wrist and leading me past the members of Theta and through the hidden door in the bookcase that Cecilia had emerged from.

Inside was the skeleton of a hallway, made of wood and planks and rusty nails jutting from the walls.

“Follow my steps. Vivi, can you lead us?”

Sarah nodded, grabbing one of the candles from the walls.

“The notebook must be burned and buried with the body,” she said.

“I have it,” Kasem said. He’d picked it up, torn pages and all, and had rolled it into the waist of his pants.

“Be careful,” I whispered. “Won’t you get possessed by him too?”

“I wasn’t drinking tonight,” he said. “Most spirits need more than just a tether to possess someone. They need the consciousness to be weakened so they can overpower the host’s free will.”

I thought of everyone at the party tonight, everyone in the circle, forcing shots down my throat, others faded in the back, the curdling scent of smoke seeping into their pores, glazing their eyes over as they opened themselves up for the summoning.

“You knew this,” I said, pulling my hand from Kasem’s grip. “And you just let me open my consciousness to ghostly possession? You didn’t think to warn me when I’m the one risking everything trying to help you break your curse?” I was screaming at him, slurring my words and stumbling after him and Sarah, who was still possessed by Vivian, as we worked our way through the secret passageway in Theta House. There was a set of stairs that led down to a basement, where another stone hallway emerged. Eventually, we reached a fork as the path divided into three.

“We’ll go to the Saint James residency,” Kasem said. Sarah nodded, and we took the sharp left in the path.

“Kasem,” I said, screaming his name.

He spun to face me.

“You came here willingly, didn’t you?” he snapped. “You were downing shots from strangers like you didn’t have a care in the world. Did you know someone got roofied last year at one of these things? Did they not mention it in your orientation packet?”

“No!” I shouted. “They didn’t mention that or ghostly possession. Sorry that I thought I could trust you or Honey or Vivian or anyone on this godforsaken campus.”

Kasem laughed, a bitter tinge to the sound that made my breath catch and my heart ache.

“It’s Westfield, Sianna. You can’t trust anyone. Do you understand? Do you finally get it now?”

I was trembling. Every inch of me was shaking. Uncertainty softened Kasem’s expression. He drew me to him, holding me close, letting me sink into the warmth of him as I tried to gather myself.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “This isn’t your fault. But all of these secrets, I can’t just say them. I took a pledge to Sigma. So did Honey, when she pledged Theta. There are incantations that prevent us from sharing information about our societies to outsiders. But I should have tried to at least give you some warning. Honey should have too, when she invited you.”

“Is this all because of your curse?” I asked. “What’s happening at school—the hauntings, the accidents—it’s all connected, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I think so. Westfield’s always been like this, but there’s always been the curse too. So I think it’s all connected. It has to be.”

Hearing his words, I was terrified.

“I shouldn’t have asked you to get wrapped up in all this,” he said. “Not at the mall and not at the woodshop.” He pulled away from me, and a part of me ached at the distance now between us. “Forgive me?” he asked, tentative, pleading.

Sarah stopped in front of a stone door.

“I’ll leave you two here,” Sarah said. She gestured to herself. “She’s sobering up. I need to take her back to her dorm so she can at least wake up in her own bed.”

Sarah would probably wake hungover, not knowing that hours earlier, a spirit had taken over her body and walked her through miles of hidden corridors.

“I usually don’t do possessions,” Sarah said, and I knew it was Vivian talking to me. “I think they’re wrong. The host can never fully consent, even if they claim to. But she was going to die, Sianna. When she jumped, she wasn’t in her right mind and wouldn’t have caught the windowsill. Cecilia knows Theta messed up, but she’s too proud to admit it. They always are. And that’s why none of their actions, or the Sigmas’, have been able to stop the accidents or protect Westfield.” She was explaining herself as if my judgment of her actually mattered when she was a ghost. A dead person.

I looked away, unable to bring myself to answer.

Kasem drew me to the wall as Sarah walked past us and continued to the dorms. And then he turned the iron door, pushing it open to a library overflowing with books.

We walked inside and he closed the door behind us. From this side, it looked like a regular bookshelf that would otherwise go unnoticed.

I’d never seen a library so expansive, with so many books and scrolls and instruments filling its every crevice.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“The Saint James estate,” he said. “It’s where Ojore and I grew up.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Not one before another

THE SAINT JAMES ESTATE WAS a manor house slightly removed from campus. I’d passed by the building once on my way back from classes. Vivian had pointed it out as the faculty housing, and yet, here was the home Kasem and Jojo had spent most of their lives in.

“My family has the bottom floors,” Kasem explained. “They converted the manor so faculty live on the first, second, and third floors.”

We were in his bedroom, or what I assumed to be his. The bed was sprawling, with a gold-leaf headboard and frame intricately embellished by whoever had crafted it. A tiny alarm clock sat on a side desk, and against the wall, someone had painted a fake window that looked dangerously realistic. Canvases were stretched in every corner of the room, some of them half painted, others unfinished sketches. It was a stark contrast from hours before at Theta House, where I’d witnessed a student nearly jump from a window before being rescued by the only friend I’d made at Westfield—who, it turns out, was a ghost.

“I know this is a lot, the hauntings and ghosts and deaths… all of it,” Kasem began.

“Oh, is it?” I said, practically hysterical. “How long have you known Vivian’s a ghost?”

“Since I was a kid,” Kasem admitted. “I used to think that I was special, that only I could see her on the campus grounds, but then I enrolled at Westfield and realized she moonlights as a student pretty much every other generation. Honey, Jojo, and Alaster used to tease me about it constantly.”

“And she died because of the curse?” I asked.

“I don’t know. She doesn’t talk about it. A lot of students died here, Sianna. Some because of the curse, others through accidents that no one can explain. Even if I don’t understand it, I want to end it. I don’t want this cycle to continue.”

“So, how many more of my classmates are also dead?”

“Hey, I’m also learning all this too. Besides rush, Theta rarely has Sigma as a part of their rituals. I’ve never seen a banishment go as wrong as this one did.”

I swallowed, looking away from him to the paintings in the room. If we spoke any more about ghosts or curses, I might lose my mind. So, I changed the subject. Cowardly, yes. But I was drunk and lightheaded and not used to all of this.

“Did you paint these?” I asked.

“My father did. They were his unfinished work. I’ve just been restoring some of them.”

“But you paint?”

“A little.” More than a little by the looks of it, and from what I’d gleaned when we’d run into Kasem’s ex in the School of Business.

“And you’re a finance bro?”

“With an undergraduate degree double majoring in fine arts and history, and a minor in music theory,” Kasem said, as if that absolved him of the sin. “Besides, just because I’m in the School of Business doesn’t mean I’m a finance bro. I literally have a marketing and management concentration.”

But even he couldn’t help but smile at my teasing.

Kasem had always been handsome. But when he grinned, he looked so boyish and sweet. It was different from Jojo. More earnest, as if Kasem harbored a shyness about him.

“Give me a tour,” I said.

“After you get some rest,” he said. “It’s been a long night, and you’re drunk.”

Despite his protests, I dragged him through the different rooms, making him explain each one.

There were books throughout the suite; they were packed in corners, stacked in cabinets where spices should be, and crammed into drawers. Everything from leather-bound books of poetry to plays resided here, from Shakespeare to Keats, to Emerson and Du Bois, to Langston Hughes, August Wilson, and Maya Angelou. And then there were textbooks about the arts and sciences, politics, history, folklore. Books about Reconstruction and the South during the Civil War, books about spiritualism and hoodoo, and ghosts and supernatural entities.

“Some of these were Jojo’s,” Kasem explained. “He never took them with him when he left Westfield.”

I laughed, the sound bitter and broken against my ears. “An artist and a scholar. I see why the two of you don’t get along now. Why’d you keep them if he left?”

Kasem shrugged. “It’s not like I was going to throw them out.”

From the corner of my eye, I spotted a small room. It was nearly empty except for a grand piano that was covered with sheet music. The pages of music were painted over with landscapes of Westfield, from oil paintings of its swampy depths to acrylics and watercolors of classrooms and courtyards with ghostly apparitions looming in their frames. Some of them were unfinished pieces he’d painted with intricately fine detail.

“That room’s off-limits—” Kasem began, but I’d already pushed past the door and stepped inside.

Across from the piano, crammed at the end of the room, there was a rectangular bed with an IV and monitoring machine connected to it.

I spun to face him, searching for answers.

“I was going to tell you,” he said. “I just didn’t know how.”

“Are you still recovering from the stabbing?” I asked.

“Something like that,” he said. “I, uh…” He swallowed. “I didn’t exactly wake right up after the stabbing. I mean, they treated my body, and they couldn’t find anything wrong with me—I mean, obviously except for the stab wound. But I was in a coma for a bit.”

“For a bit,” I repeated. “How long is ‘a bit’?”

He gave me a rueful smile. “Three months and, I’m assuming, not long after you arrived on campus. That’s when the sleep paralysis started, right after I woke from the coma. So, Angelica has been monitoring me.” He pointed to a small laptop that I hadn’t noticed. “If there’s anything abnormal while I sleep, she checks on me. It’s either that or have the Board conclude that I’m not healthy enough to take over Westfield.”

Kasem’s eyes scanned my concerned expression, and with a soft smile he added, “Don’t worry. The curse can’t get me that easily.”

He took a seat at the piano bench and patted the empty space beside him for me to join. “Shall we play something?”

“I don’t really play in front of people,” I said.

“Lies,” Kasem said.

“What?”

“That’s a lie. I saw you play. At Center City Mall.”

Startled, I gave him a look. I’d played briefly that day. But I had no idea that he’d seen or heard me. He must have been there not long before the stabbing, before my last break in the evening when I’d witnessed Jojo and his bodyguard arguing in the parking lot.

“That’s different,” I said. “No one was really there, and the ones who were didn’t care who I was or expect anything from me.”

“Maybe that’s true for them. But I don’t want to hear Baby Mozart play,” Kasem said. “I want to see Sianna.”

He ran his hands along the piano keys and I laughed, instinctively leaning against him in surprise. He wasn’t that bad. His form was half decent, his finger work light, playful yet measured all at once.

Despite myself, I sat beside him. I must have still been drunk, because I leaned closer to him and started playing too.

As my fingers ran across the smooth surface of the piano keys, memories surged in my mind. Kasem, earlier that day, playing to drown out the footsteps and voices of the faculty from upstairs. The vision jumped back in time, to a young Kasem and Jojo taking lessons while their mother watched and cheered them on. She was beautiful, a tall woman with thick, coily hair and a face that was all soft lines, as welcoming as she was regal. Kasem was playing wrong, and Jojo was trying to hide his annoyance by patiently explaining the notes to Kasem again. But his younger brother was too busy smashing the keys and singing a song he’d made up.

“Sianna,” Kasem whispered. “Do you want to stay with me in the present, or are you all right there?”

I shook my head, realizing my eyes had been wide open when I’d been accidentally channeling. I pressed them shut and whispered, “I want to be here. With you.”

Kasem gave me a little squeeze. I focused on the certainty of his touch, on the firmness, how it grounded me in the present as I played. Slowly, I was drawn out of the vision completely, even as the burnt skin of my fingertips touched the keys.

Music anchored me to the present, to this moment with him, and his touch was my lifeline.

When, finally, I finished the song, I turned to Kasem, beaming.

“That was lovely,” he said. “Really.”

My smile widened, but I shook my head, blinking as a wave of nausea overcame me.

And then, I vomited all over the keys.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

After every tempest come such calms

“SIANNA.”

My lashes fluttered and I groaned. When I sat up, my legs dangled from the side of a bed and there Kasem was.

He knelt before me, holding a chocolate chip cookie with a candle half buried in the center, the wax dripping now as the flame burned.

“Is this another summoning?”

He rolled his eyes, a smile soft on his lips. “Birthdays are special,” he said. “I’d be remiss if we didn’t do something to celebrate. So, make a wish, Sianna.”

A thin curl of smoke drew between us as I blew out the candle.

“What did you wish for?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I answered, but instinctively, my gaze fell to his lips, my heart a drumbeat against my chest.

A knowing look churned in his eyes. I swallowed, glancing at the door and then back to him, unsure. Gently, he ran a hand along my thigh, as if testing the waters, uncertain until I drew toward him.

A soft moan of pleasure escaped my lips. He hummed in appreciation. The birthday treat lay forgotten, the candle tipped and slowly burning at the foot of the bed, flames nipping at the ground and making their way closer.

“You want me,” he whispered. “Don’t you?”

I wrapped my legs around his waist, the only answer I could give with my heart racing and my breath caught in my throat, my body warm and hot and reeling from his touch.

Kasem smiled, pulling me into his arms, laying me gently on my back as he mounted me. Our clothes were a barrier between us that I wanted to tear through—that we both wanted to.

I pulled him closer, yanking off his shirt and running my hands along the hard lines of his muscles. We were flush against each other, my soft curves pressed fervently against his toned body. I melted at his touch, heat building inside of me when he caressed the line of my collarbone, his lips peppering kisses along the trail of stretch marks on my breasts. When he brought his mouth to mine, my desire for him consumed me. Between breaths, I whispered his name, over and over and over again.

He drew back, frowning, and suddenly, his face had transformed.

“That’s not my name,” Jojo said.

I jolted from my sleep, gasping as sweat covered every inch of me. At my bedside, there was a half-eaten chocolate chip cookie with a partially melted candle beside it. I wasn’t sure how much of that had been a dream and how much had been real, but my heart ached in a way that was foreign to me, like it was speaking another language.

There were voices in the other room, voices arguing.

“I told you to stay away from her.”

“Or what, you’ll try and have me killed again?”

“You know that’s not what happened.”

“That’s not what Jay told the police.”

“Your friends are liars and idiots. If I had anything to do with what happened that night, don’t you think they would have arrested me first?”

There was silence.

“I couldn’t think of where else to take her.”

“You shouldn’t have let her go to Theta in the first place.”

“She has a mind of her own. You realize that, right?”

“She’s here because of you,” the second voice said, shouting now. “You did this, Kasem. She would have never known anything about our family or the curse if it wasn’t for you.”

In the other room, Kasem laughed.

“If you think she came to Westfield because of me, then you’re really the fool.”

I slipped out of bed, making my way to the living room where Jojo and Kasem were arguing with each other.

Kasem had showered and changed. He wore a loose-fitting T-shirt and baggy sweats, while Jojo was meticulously put together in his turtleneck and trousers.

“Sianna,” Jojo said. “What are you…”

Kasem rolled his eyes. “I told you she was here.”

I was wearing the baby doll dress from the night of the party. Jojo and Kasem both watched me, their gazes hot as they admired me from a distance. I was acutely aware of how the tight-fitted dress drew attention to my chest—which, moments ago, had been exposed as a dream-Kasem kissed me passionately. More than just “kissed,” actually. And I hadn’t wanted him to stop.

I swallowed, crossing my arms and clearing my throat.

“Do you have any extra clothes I can borrow, Kasem?”

Jojo stiffened and looked away, but Kasem effortlessly went to a hamper with fresh laundry, tossing me a blue hoodie and gray sweats. Yet they smelled like him, that trace of mint and musky cologne and spice. I cupped my cheeks, hiding my face even though my blush was imperceptible.

After I changed in the bathroom, the three of us sat awkwardly at a small table in the kitchen. Someone had brought breakfast—runny eggs, bacon, toast, and jam—and Kasem quickly cut a salad to add to the spread.

“Sianna doesn’t like jam,” Jojo said when Kasem began spreading it onto toast for the plate he was making me.

Kasem ignored his brother.

“Do you like jam?” he asked me.

I shook my head.

“I told you,” Jojo said, vindicated.

Ignoring his brother, Kasem scraped the jam off the bread, licking it off the knife and from the crust of the toast. Warmth flooded through me as he handed it back, this time after spreading butter on its surface.

“I’m fine,” I said. But I took the toast and nibbled on it, tentative, because of the remnants of jam against my lips. Not because of the traces of him.

“She knows about the curse,” Kasem said. “Also, it’s her birthday. Did you wish her happy birthday, brother?”

“Don’t be condescending,” Jojo warned. “And I’m aware she knows.” But he turned to me, and wished me happy birthday, nonetheless. Anger surged through me, but my heart skipped that happy beat.

“Thank you,” I whispered back, reluctant. But if Kasem hadn’t forced him, would he have said it at all?

“What else have you told her?” Jojo said, continuing the conversation.

Kasem didn’t meet his brother’s gaze, though. He picked at his breakfast, taking bites and looking displeased. “Too much salt,” he grumbled.

“You always oversalt your food.”

“Then you should have done it,” Kasem snapped.

Annoyed, Jojo swapped their plates, then took a napkin to water and started patting the salt off his eggs.

The two spoke without words, grumbling to themselves, passing orange juice and pepper and cutting bacon off each other’s plates in retribution when one dared to steal the other’s food. I fought back laughter watching them, how in sync they were, how, even despite themselves, they seemed to be attuned to each other’s needs.

Seeing them like this made the night in the alleyway feel like a nightmare. Kasem thought Jojo was behind it, and to be honest, I didn’t blame him. But we were nowhere closer to finding out how to break the curse and fix my powers. Jojo knew that. He probably knew more than either of us about what we might be facing, having already been the curse’s target before. I needed to make him realize that whatever grudge the two might have against each other, it would benefit all of us for them to work together.

“What is it going to take for you to stop being so stubborn and help us, Jojo?” I said. “In case you haven’t heard, a girl nearly died at Theta House last night, and a former Westfield student is haunting the school.”

“Danny was never marked by the curse,” Kasem corrected. “I mean, I knew who he was. He was in Rose House but was one of the few from it who ran in Poppy House circles. He got a lot of grief from Roses and Ivies for it. But we were never cool like that. I don’t think we’d ever even had a conversation. His lifeline wouldn’t be tied to mine.”

“So then was Sigma behind it?” I said. “Honey claimed that Sigma and Theta are supposed to be protecting the school. So, what’s the truth?”

Jojo crossed his arms.

“Cecilia mentioned something called a ‘wraith,’” Kasem said. “I’ve never heard the term before.” Tentative, he shot a glance at Jojo. “Do you know of it, brother?”

“It sounds familiar,” Jojo admitted. He’d brought his bags with him, and he pulled out a handful of leather-bound journals—the same ones I’d seen in the Research Department. “These are writings from former historians at Theta and Sigma. Most of them catalog new members and keep track of old ones. They reference ghostly hauntings at Westfield, some that date back to the 1800s. They chronicle how both societies have been trying to free the spirits on campus and stop a force here that was causing the accidental deaths.”

“The curse,” I said.

Jojo nodded and offered the journals for me and Kasem to take.

The leather was worn and fragile. I flipped through the pages, scanning the handwriting that changed as the historian role passed between members. The deaths of Sigma and Theta members were listed throughout, and there was clear frustration about the societies not even being able to protect their own.

“This is Mother’s handwriting,” Kasem said, stopping at a page in the notebook Jojo had given him. “She was a Theta? I never knew that. I mean, I knew about Dad being Sigma, but Mother never mentioned it.”

“That’s because she was never really a Theta,” Jojo said. “I mean, she joined, and it was on record, but it was only because her sisterhood, the Ԑnhye, wanted someone on the inside at Theta to be a bridge between the two societies. It’s been well-known for years now that Theta and Sigma are basically puppets of the Board.”

“So the Board has been watering down Sigma and Theta from their original abolitionist mission. But for how long? Do you think the switch-up could be connected to the curse?”

“I don’t know,” Jojo said. “It could be. Then again, most institutions in the country changed when Reconstruction ended.”

“Does your mother say anything about it in the records?” I said, turning to Kasem.

“It’s mostly keeping track of members.” He flipped through the pages. “She mentions the sisterhood of the Ԑnhye, though.”

There was that name again. When Vivian had been encouraging me to join her sisterhood, it had come up.

“Has Vivian told you anything?” I pressed. “That’s her sisterhood, right? Maybe she would know more about the curse?”

“Vivian is bound to her pledge to Ԑnhye,” Jojo said. “She wouldn’t be able to share what she knows with you, even if she wanted to.”

“But she could share it with me,” I said. “If I rush Ԑnhye, then we’d have eyes and ears inside all of the secret societies. I could even rush Theta too, so Honey and you guys wouldn’t be bound to keep the societies’ secrets from me, since I would be a member.”

“Rushing two societies? That’s a horrible idea,” Jojo said.

“It’s dangerous,” Kasem said. “Sigma and Theta hold rush at the end of October, on the thirty-first, when the veil between the living and the dead is at its weakest. And with the curse’s wrath getting stronger, it’ll be too risky. You saw what happened at Theta, Sianna. Even its own members can’t keep the spirits here at bay. Vivian had to break code to help that girl.”

“I’ll have you and Honey there. And Vivian,” I said. “Wouldn’t they protect new members so they can have more ghost hunters, or whatever?”

Kasem pursed his lips and Jojo looked away.

“Okay, I get that your messed-up pledges keep you from speaking to outsiders, but can you at least give me a nod or hint if I’m on the right track?”

“I mean, you’re not—not on the right track. Rush is when the veil is at its weakest, and Sigma and Theta are bleeding members now,” Kasem said.

But before he could finish speaking, a chill filled the air, the lights flickering as Kasem collapsed in his chair, his eyes rolling to the back of his head, his arms forced to his sides like some invisible power had bound him where he spoke. Horrified, I fell, and Jojo caught me before I hit the ground.

His hands were firm against my waist, and the familiarity of his touch calmed my wild heart.

“He’ll be fine in a minute,” he said, looking bored. “It’s just the pledge at work.”

But Kasem looked in pain, like something from inside was pulling him apart. After a minute or so, though, he was released. He jolted forward, gasping, cursing under his breath.

“That’s what you get for not honoring your pledge,” Jojo chastised. “I told you not to rush if you couldn’t keep your vow.”

Kasem wiped his mouth, and a trace of blood trailed against his wrist.

“And if I recall, when I pledged Sigma, it was because it’s expected of a Saint James to do so. I’m not trying to carry some emblem of its legacy like you or Father were.”

“That’s because you’re selfish,” Jojo said.

“At least I know where my loyalties lie. Do you, brother?”

Jojo ignored Kasem, turning to me instead.

“Do you see what it means to pledge? Whether it’s to Theta or Ԑnhye, you’ll truly be making a vow of loyalty to one or both of the societies. That isn’t just something to do lightly, Sianna. You’ve already tied yourself to my brother and our family curse. Why get more wrapped up in this?”

I don’t know what I expected. Even after everything, Jojo hadn’t changed his position on helping us.

Kasem looked between us, understanding settling in his gaze.

“I’m going to head to class,” Kasem said. He stood, grabbing a gray peacoat from a hanger near the door. “Sianna,” he said, “we can look through the journals more later. Maybe if we can figure out this ‘wraith’ development, it might lead us back to the curse and how to break it.”

When Kasem left, it was just me and Jojo.

“You’re not who I thought you were,” I said, standing now. “You’re a coward.”

I grabbed my clothes, gathering them in my arms. I’d need to have Honey return them to Janette. Jojo stood too, crossing his arms, watching me in his brother’s clothes with a cool glint of displeasure.

“Maybe I am,” he said. “But I’ve seen what death looks like at the hands of the curse.”

“And I haven’t?” I said. Anger flooded through me. I spun to face him, holding up the bracelet and flashing him the translucent mark that I now had to live with.

From the stabbing in the alleyway to the maze to the woodshop, and now to Theta House, I’d seen so many twisted and sinister things, things I couldn’t simply look away from just because I wasn’t a direct target of the curse anymore.

Something softened in Jojo’s eyes. Tentatively, he took my hand and ran his fingers along my wrist, letting his thumb play with the beads on the bracelet as he searched for words.

I should have pulled away. A part of me wanted to. But another part of me was a flutter of wings soaring at his touch. After all this time, even now, I craved him.

When our gazes met, my heart caught in my chest. Despite myself, my anger shifted into something different, something urgent.

“I know you hate me right now. Your powers aren’t quite yours anymore, and my family has you caught in the twisted, awful world of the curse. But can you blame me for wanting to keep this away from you? Back when we were coworkers at Louisa’s stall, it was just…” He paused, gathering himself. “Us. It was just us. I think it was the happiest I’d been in a long time.”

Everything between us, everything within the last year, came brimming to the surface.

As much as I hated to admit it, hearing him confess how much he’d valued our time together meant something to me. For so long, I’d thought my feelings for him were all in my head. But I’d known he’d felt something too. Even if it wasn’t love, like I’d wanted, I’d been special to him just as he’d been special to me.

We orbited each other, both of us heated and longing, drawn once again into our perpetual game of chicken.

But this time, it felt like Russian roulette.

I broke first, flinching against the burn of his stare. But he pulled me into his arms, not letting me retreat. So, I laced my arms around his neck and let him hold me. His familiar scent was intoxicating. I sank into him, and he wrapped his arms around my waist, burrowing his head against the crook of my neck. When his lips brushed my lower jaw, I gasped, closing my eyes, knotting his shirt in my hands as we took each other in.

The rhythm of our heartbeats became one.

“I missed you,” he whispered. “Sianna, I miss you so much.”

He was speaking in the present and the past, as if, even in his arms, there was that distance again. He brought my wrist to his mouth, and with a gentle touch, he kissed the translucent mark there. A shiver of pleasure coursed through me. And there too was that voice, that hopeful refrain deep inside me that wanted us to go back to how things were.

“We can fix this, Jojo,” I whispered. “But I need you. We both do.”

He knew about my feelings for him. He always had.

“If what you saw in your vision is true, if Kasem inherits Westfield, your powers and his lifeline will still be connected in some way, even if the curse is broken. Focus on learning to control your powers. Don’t let yourself be trapped here by whatever… feelings either of us have for you. Trust me, you’re just a toy to him, Sianna. A means to the inheritance. A way to get to me. He and I have no right to ask anything of you but your forgiveness.”

Our orbit came to a collision, the impact a crater that neither of us could cross.

“He’s your brother, Ojore,” I said, using his real name as my last resort. A name for all these years, I’d never known.

“Don’t do that,” Jojo said.

“But that’s who you are. Ojore Saint James.”

“I don’t go by that name anymore. I gave you the journals. And I gave you this warning. That is all I’m able to offer, Sianna. I’m sorry.”

Even after everything, he was pulling away from me.

“Fine,” I spat. “Don’t help. We don’t need you. I don’t need you. We’ll break the curse ourselves.”

I wasn’t going to chase him anymore; not for his help and not for the love I yearned for. And even if he changed his mind, even if he miraculously found a way to unbind my powers from Kasem’s lifeline and help us break the curse, I would never forgive Jojo.

He’d had a chance to choose us, to choose me. And instead, he’d kept to his silence and his secrets. He always did.

I left then, taking the same exit as Kasem and bursting up the stairs to the living room, past the startled-looking faculty and research fellows enjoying breakfast. Jojo didn’t call after me. He didn’t even try to stop me.

And somehow, that was worse than anything.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The villainy of fears

I WAS SUPPOSED TO BE in my Piano I class. But with Jojo’s help out of reach, and Kasem and me searching for answers, I skipped my morning classes to find Vivian.

It was like she was avoiding me. She wasn’t in her usual trappings on campus: the study rooms, roaming Poppy House, or lumbering wistfully in the School of Fine Art student lounges. So when Kasem suggested I check the stairwells between the painting studios and the practice rooms, I nearly bolted down the steps.

There, I found Vivian.

She stood leaning over the banister, her eyes pressed shut, a soft smile on her lips as she listened to two violinists practice with each other. I’d quickly learned that it could get competitive booking a practice room, which meant that the stairways between floors became makeshift rehearsal rooms.

There was a rawness to the violinists’ playing, the sharp cries of their instruments almost comforting. When Vivian noticed me racing toward her, her eyes widened. And then she drifted through the wall, into the floor below.

The violinists froze, turning to each other in disbelief. But I was already racing past them, thrusting the door open and chasing after Vivian. Classes were in session, so the halls were almost empty. Up ahead, she rushed through the closed door of a lecture hall before appearing three doors ahead. I called after her, my muscles burning from sprinting. At last, I saw her disappear into a bathroom up ahead and I burst through, searching widely.

Two of the stalls were empty, the other three occupied.

“I know you’re in here,” I said. “Will you just talk to me?”

Silence.

Someone in one of the other stalls flushed the toilet. Two stalls over, another person watched a video on full volume.

A chill filled the air, and suddenly, the door to the third occupied stall opened of its own accord. I couldn’t see Vivian, but the sound of her voice reverberated, like she was standing nearby.

“I tried to tell you,” she said. “I’ve been warning you about Westfield since you arrived.”

“I know,” I said, heading into the stall and locking it behind me.

“But you’re thinking about staying and rushing Theta.”

“I don’t have a choice.”

Water surged from one of the stalls and the occupants screamed, rushing out of the haunted bathroom. By the time Vivian appeared, it was just us inside. She was dressed in the same Westfield blazer and plaid skirt, dripping with swamp water, as always.

“I thought that too, that I didn’t have a choice, at first. And I died rushing Theta.” She gestured to her dripping clothes. “Drowning isn’t the most pleasant way to go. Especially in a swamp.”

Everything started clicking into place: Vivian’s light hedging about falling into the swampy waters on the fan boat, her aversion to the Greek life here at Westfield. And then, of course, her dripping outfit and her outdated Westfield blazer. All of these things were remnants of her final moments alive.

Vivian wrapped her arms around herself, her eyes dark with memories. “We were crossing the swamp,” she said. “There were three of us. The other two survived. One of them is now the provost. They always reward those who maintain the status quo, even if they are victim to it.”

The reality that Provost Henning had been a Theta and had known Vivian when the two were younger was tragic.

“But you told me to pledge—”

“For my sisterhood, not Theta’s. Why do you think Yara separated from them and founded the sisterhood of Ԑnhye? The board of trustees has its claws in Sigma and Theta. They are no longer what they once were when they were founded. Like my death and those of other students and faculty at Westfield, the board of trustees hides the truth of this place and the curse that has become it. And so, we spirits are trapped here, haunting the Westfield estate. No one is safe. Not us, not them. Not with the curse reigning over this university.”

I clenched my hands, wrapping my arms around myself as a chill fell over me.

“As much as I would love to leave,” I said, “I have nowhere to go.” I couldn’t go to Rhode Island to live with Louisa. And even if I did, that wouldn’t fix my powers. And there remained the question of Pete and Jay. It was only a matter of time before they made their next move. If we could find them and tie together the threads leading back to the curse, then maybe, just maybe, we could break the curse and my powers would be unbound from Kasem.

“You know nearly everything about Westfield,” I said. “Help me rush? For Ԑnhye and for Theta.”

“Theta won’t like it if your loyalties are split.”

“Theta and Sigma are controlled by the Board now. You said it yourself. It’s not Theta that would have a problem with me rushing two sororites. It’s the Board. And I think the Board may know more about the curse than everyone realizes.”

Vivian nodded. “That is what we of the Ԑnhye believe. But the Board are puppets, even to themselves. There is another force that controls them, one here on campus that uses its pawns like Provost Henning, the president, Alaster, and even Westfield’s students for the curse’s bidding.”

“So you’ll help me?”

She sighed. “Fine,” she said, levitating off the ground as she spoke. “Of course.”

“Thank you. Seriously.” And I couldn’t help but smile. It was endearing seeing her float in the air as if it was second nature. “I’m glad you feel comfortable enough to be yourself now.”

“Well, now that we’re actually friends and you’re not just using me for information,” she said, “I don’t have to pretend to be something I’m not. You don’t either, you know.”

At my expression, she shrugged. “You skip classes when, half the time, I catch you standing outside classrooms listening to the students inside perform and wishing you were playing too. But something’s stopping you from going all in. Maybe losing control of your powers isn’t just about Kasem’s lifeline. Maybe it’s about unraveling your own.”

Her words caught me by surprise, and yet, something stirred within me.

But to my relief, we were interrupted by voices outside the bathroom.

“I’ll see you at lunch,” Vivian said. And then she drifted off into the ceiling, disappearing entirely moments before the girls entered.

They were all from my Piano I class, which meant that I’d been gone long enough that the professor had called for our break. They commented on the flooding stall where water pooled, even as they spoke in hushed voices at the sink.

I exited and joined them in front of the mirrors, pretending to wash my hands.

One of the girls was Sarah, the Hearst girl from the Theta party. She had a suitcase with her, and her friends whispered tearful goodbyes before exiting the bathroom.

But Sarah stayed behind, watching me with pointed interest.

“I’m leaving Westfield,” she said.

“I gathered.” I nodded at the suitcase. “You’re probably better off than the rest of us staying here.”

“Tell that to my parents. They’re begging me to stick it out. At least until the end of the semester. My mother was a Theta and her mother before that, and my dad was a Sigma. That’s how they met.” She sighed, glaring at her reflection in the mirror, from her bloodshot eyes to the gray bags that had formed underneath them from lack of sleep. “Do you know what they told me? They said a Westfield degree comes with challenges. They said that Danny knew that when he enrolled, and I should have known too.”

Tears filled her eyes. She wiped them away.

I wasn’t sure what to say to her. In our time here at Westfield, our only encounters had been at the fringes of each other’s worlds, but that impact hadn’t settled right with me, not from the way she’d reported me to Alaster and not with what I’d learned looking into her past.

“What happened at Theta House was a wake-up call,” Sarah continued. “It was like there was this coldness, everywhere. And I could hear his voice. Danny. He was angry. At me. At them. At everyone. All of his thoughts, all of his pain, I felt it as my own. Like he was within me. There was the window, and then…”

She sobbed into her hands and whispered her thanks as I handed her a paper towel.

“I’m guessing you regret what you did to him.”

“Of course I do,” Sarah snapped. “But it was one fight—one awful, terrible night. And what happened to Danny—it wasn’t because of me or him. It was this place. Westfield. There’s something about it, something twisted and wrong that warps people’s minds and makes them do unspeakable things. Besides, do you really think, if I was so set on moving on and forgetting everything, I would be attending the same university as the one where he died?”

Sarah didn’t know about the curse. None of the students besides Honey did; that was clear. And yet, like everyone at Westfield, its ripple effect had seeped into her own life.

“What did Danny study while he was here?” I asked.

Sarah frowned, confused by the question. But she answered it anyway.

“Computer programming with a minor in business administration. That’s how he met Honey and Nathan Rowhouse. But he wanted to be a writer. A journalist. Danny and I had bonded over that. You know, because of my family’s background.”

At the mention of Nathan, I stilled.

“Were Nathan and Danny friends?” I asked.

“I think so. They were both rushing Sigma together, and Nathan really wanted to climb the social ladder. He thought befriending Honey and Kasem could get him a recommendation letter from Alaster. Danny thought Nathan was going too far, trying to change himself to fit in with their lifestyles. So when Nathan died, Danny sort of snapped. He wrote about it in his journal, talked about exposing the Saint James family and Westfield for what happened to Nathan.”

I followed her out of the bathroom. The stained glass windows reflected embers and fractals of the setting sun, and our shadows stretched along the empty hallways like gravestones.

“Danny was in Rose House the last time I saw him. I was visiting him in his dorm. I found his writings and things he was researching about my family and the board of trustees. It upset me. Some of his claims were… dangerous. He said the Board and my family covered up the accidents on campus, that all of the Ivies, all of the legacy students and their families, worked with Westfield’s board for their own benefit. The last time we spoke, he said he was going to publish everything he’d learned. They found his body the next morning, at Theta House, fallen from the window, his arms bound by silver rope.

“But I don’t believe it. He was doing better. He swore he’d been getting help with his anxiety from school. And where would he have gotten that rope from? Silver rope. Like that’s something you just have in a dorm.” She’d begun to tremble as we spoke, and I squeezed her arm gently, pulling away before a vision emerged.

“I didn’t kill him,” she repeated. “And he didn’t take his own life either. Something happened. His family and I have been pressing the university for answers for months now, but nothing.”

“That’s why you wanted to rush Theta,” I said, understanding settling over me. “Did Alaster promise to help you find out what happened to Danny? Is that why you told him about me?”

More tears had begun to build again at Sarah’s lashes. She wiped them away.

“Alaster helped me get that invitation to the party. He has connections to Theta and Sigma and the Board that even Honey doesn’t know about. And I’m telling you now, as a warning: Be careful of them. Not just him, all of them. Whatever demons are haunting the school, they won’t stop until we’re all consumed. It took Danny and Nathan. And now that Danny’s spirit isn’t trapped here, there’s nothing for me at Westfield. Don’t let this place fool you into thinking you can change things.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Grief that does not speak

AFTER SARAH AND I PARTED ways, my head was buzzing, but I left for my Piano I class to take everything in. The lecture was in progress, and I took a seat at the back of class. One by one, the professor called students to perform pieces that showcased the concepts we’d learned over the past few weeks.

I zoned out for most of it.

Everything I’d encountered since coming to Westfield weighed heavy on me. All of these revelations and setbacks were overwhelming, and by the time class finally ended, I had a migraine from thinking so deeply about Sarah’s words.

I shoved my notebook in my bag, juggling the rest of my books and hurrying to leave, only to be stopped by the professor at the classroom door.

Professor Enlex was in her early forties, spoke with a slight lisp, and looked like all of the instructors in old Hollywood musicals. She had a shoulder-length bob, straight hair with grays weaving through it, and huge glasses parked on the bridge of her nose. She held her hand out to stop me from exiting, moving it aside only as other students rushed past.

“Sianna,” she said. “Come with me for just a moment.”

When finally the music room was empty, Professor Enlex gestured to one of the keyboards in the center of the room and directed me to take a seat behind it. She took my piano assignment notebook from me and flipped through it until she reached the section where we were supposed to record our practice sessions for the semester.

“Where are your daily practice logs?” she said. “Have you done any of the scales we’ve discussed? What about the different types of intervals we’ve been working on?”

“I haven’t gotten to it yet.”

“You haven’t gotten to it yet?” she repeated. “We’re a month into the semester, and you haven’t done any of the assignments?”

“No, I mean, I’ve done them, I just haven’t logged anything. Yet.”

Professor Enlex frowned.

“Show me, then.”

I stared at her. “Now?”

“I can wait.”

I sighed and sat behind the keyboard, resting my fingers above the keys. We were practicing Bach’s Italian Concerto, which Enlex wanted us to spend the first half of the semester learning to refine our skills. But I’d mastered the piece by age ten. Not with sheet music or anything like that. From memory. From the whimsical, upbeat allegro to the softer, gentle moments of the melody’s minor movements. I closed my eyes, the echo of the song humming in the back of my mind. I let myself sink into the sensation, let my mind wander to that safe place I always went to when it was just me, a piano, and nothing else.

On instinct, my fingers moved along the strokes of the keys, slowly at first and picking up the pace as the melody of the song came to life. Brushing the keys sparked visions in my mind, but I quickened my pace, not letting the touch linger enough to be sucked into the past. I knew most of the song from memory, but there were a few keys I missed when I’d shifted to the major scale.

“Now do Beethoven’s Sonata No. 14 in C-sharp Minor.”

“That’s not in the syllabus.”

“Just do it,” she snapped.

I turned back to the keyboard and tried to recall what I knew of the sonata from memory.

“‘Clair de lune,’” Professor Enlex demanded next.

Again, I acquiesced, barely finishing the last notes of the piece before she named another.

“Chopin, 24 Preludes.

“Pachelbel’s Canon.”

I gave her a look of confusion, and she clarified: “Canon in D.”

Over and over again, she named a piece, and I performed it from memory.

When I finished, I turned back to Professor Enlex, who stared at me stone-faced, as if she couldn’t believe what she was witnessing.

“You have perfect form, perfect tempo,” she said. “And yet you spend all of my classes staring out the window and daydreaming?”

I swallowed, looking away from her. “I already know the basics you’re going over.”

“So you’re saying my class is a waste of your time?”

“No, it’s not. I’m still getting used to playing in front of people again.”

Yet even as I said that, I remembered being with Kasem at his family’s piano, how we’d sat side by side and played together. In the rare times I’d played since the fire, it’d been mechanical, like my muscles needed to stretch. But being with Kasem, laughing and playing together, had reminded me of what I’d loved about music. How light it could make me feel, how joyful and free. And then there was that indescribable feeling of playing in front of someone and seeing them be moved by your song.

There was a difference, I realized, in playing because I could or had to, and playing because without music, my heart beat in empty silence.

Professor Enlex watched me with a cool gaze.

“I want you out of my class,” she said.

“What?”

“You don’t do your assignments or put in effort during my class, so I cannot grade you or judge your progress. Your form already exceeds that of an introductory course, and I will not have you holding back your classmates here because they’re distracted by your lack of attendance or disengagement from our coursework.”

“I can do the assignments if you want,” I said. “I’ll fill out my practice sessions and I’ll stay in class. I just can’t play right now. Not in front of everyone.” I cupped my palms, outlining the burn marks on my fingers as if showing her might change anything.

“No,” Professor Enlex said.

“No,” I breathed in disbelief.

“You are a problem for a more advanced piano course. Not my introductory one. You can test out and be placed in Piano II. That is what I recommend. I’ll have the teacher’s assistant email you instructions and the scheduling of when the tests are, but I don’t want to see you in my class again.”

I stood, searching for words or a way to change her mind, but I could tell by the dismissive look she gave me that she wasn’t persuaded.

When I packed my things and left the room, Professor Enlex waited for me by the door.

“You should be honored,” she said. “It’s not often that I tell my first-year students they’re too skilled for my course. You’ll be a great performer one day.”

“I already was one,” I said. “That’s not who I am anymore.”

She shook her head, tsking as she closed the door behind me.

“That, Sianna, would be a shame. For your talents, for this school, for music. But I won’t try and convince you. I just hope a more challenging course can keep your attention better than mine ever could.”

She left then, and I watched her retreating figure, cursing myself for not just doing the bare minimum and attending class.







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

To die upon a kiss

I WAS SUPPOSED TO MEET Vivian and Luke on the main campus for lunch the next day. Luke and I had a morning class, though different ones, and Vivian’s schedule finished with only one evening class since she’d been well into her degree before she’d died. She insisted that, even though she was dead, she enjoyed auditing classes, especially ones where new faculty didn’t recognize her.

The dining hall was vast and brimming with students. Local restaurants had satellite locations where they served food from different parts of the country and across continents. Lines curved from corner to corner with most of the STEM and business school students crammed at a spot serving fusion food. Arts and humanities students, identifiable by their colorful clothes and hair, grabbed to-go boxes or ventured to the dock where the hourly fan boat commuted students to and from the closest town, a few miles away.

After I grabbed a ready-made order of fusion food with the dining credits that my tuition covered, I joined Vivian and Luke near the second entrance of the dining hall.

They were already halfway through their meals. Luke scarfed down pizza and fries while Vivian paged through Luke’s notebook, the two of them in the midst of an animated conversation.

“Why won’t you just show me?” Vivian asked. “I won’t judge you.”

“You’re already judging me. See? You can’t even look me in the eye now.”

I sat next to Vivian, tearing open the take-home packet with a disposable fork and spoon. Except for the fact that they were destroying the planet, disposable utensils were amazing. They didn’t have memories seeping into their surfaces like reusable ones did. I started digging into the rice and chicken. Both were cold, but tasty in a way that reminded me of Saturday afternoons bingeing TV shows with Jojo while he filled out job applications.

“He’s joining a frat,” Vivian said, answering a question that, mind you, I hadn’t asked.

But now that I knew how dangerous Westfield was, I understood the panic in Vivian’s expression.

“Sigma is filled with assholes,” I said, nonchalant. “You don’t want to join that.”

Vivian smiled, pleased.

“Like you should talk,” Luke said. “Weren’t you guys at a Theta party? Without me.” He turned to Vivian. “And you’re in a sorority already. I don’t see the difference. What’s so wrong if I rush?”

She crossed her arms, irritation flickering in her gaze. “My sisterhood isn’t officially recognized by Westfield. Ԑnhye don’t have a house. And we don’t haze. Sigma hazes. Hence the asshole crown on campus.”

“Look, it’s not that serious,” Luke said. “I’m just keeping my options open.”

At my curious glance, Luke gestured to the notebook Vivian had been flipping through, where a feather had been pressed into one of the pages. In black ink, someone had managed to inscribe words across the surface of the feather. It looked like the Greek alphabet, though I couldn’t make out which letters. Beneath that was a date, a brief message painted in a glittering ink reminiscent of gold leaf—but as if someone had trapped rays of moonlight in a fountain pen, making the words only visible in the right light.


Sigma Qoppa Nu invites you to rush. Answer with wisdom to pledge.



There was an empty section below the message for the person to write their student ID number and response to a riddle.


What does it take to untie a wise knot?



Luke’s response was blank.

“It’s not like it’s an official bid or anything,” Luke said. He didn’t meet either of our gazes, but his cheeks flared red.

Across the dining hall, some of the frats had set up tables. One of them was Sigma, the other was Theta. The other frats and sororities vying for members were on the other side of the dining hall, too far for me to read their insignias or logos. As students streamed through the dining hall, the Greek life members stopped freshmen to apostolize their respective Greek house. Some prospective members were waved away after a brief encounter, but others were slipped the same feather Luke had received.

Honey stood among the members of Theta, enticing freshmen to their table with snacks for the weekend and ugly little trinkets desecrated with the sorority’s garish insignia. She was accompanied by Professor Enlex and a teacher’s assistant from Piano I, a younger woman who sat beside them handing out informational packets about Theta. Meanwhile, Honey chatted the ears off of those that walked by. Even over the chatter of the dining hall, I caught fragments of their conversation and the repetitive cadence as they repeatedly pitched their house.

“Theta Omicron Delta has a legacy of service, leadership, and empowerment,” Honey pitched. “Our faculty and alumni chapter advisers are here today to explain how pledging Theta or our brother frat, Sigma, can change your undergrad experience. Our Greek houses are the oldest and first at Westfield, and our members have thrived beyond its grounds.”

An identical conversation was parroted at the Sigma booth across from them. Except Alaster, Kasem, Jojo, and another man were at their table, all doing their best to ignore one another.

Alaster’s voice boomed in the dining hall as he spoke with a group of freshmen boys who seemed desperate to kiss his ass. On his left, Jojo stood, collecting names of students who might be interested in a study he was conducting about legacies whose families were connected to the history of Westfield.

And then, there was Kasem.

He sat on the far right of Alaster, as far away from Jojo as he could sit.

Unlike them, Kasem was spaced-out, ignoring one boy’s attempts to start a conversation. A few freshmen who had received the initial invitation returned with their responses to the riddle filled out. The man sitting next to Kasem took the completed invitations, thanked the freshmen, and then handed the feathers to Kasem, who read through them and placed them all in a wooden box. Some he plucked raw, while others he stuffed inside with their responses untouched.

“You don’t know the answer to the riddle, do you?” I said, turning to Luke.

He ran his hand through his hair, abashed. “Yeah, not at all.”

“Hand it over,” I said.

“What?”

Ignoring him, I reached over and took the invitation, dropping it quickly in front of me before a vision could flash in my memory.

“What does it take to untie a wise knot?” I repeated.

Vivian laughed. “Morons, both of you,” she said.

“You know the answer?” I asked.

“There are, like, ten of them. Most of which are ancient proverbs that the Sigmas don’t understand, from cultures they didn’t take the time to learn. They cycle through a few of them once every four years. The lazy brutes can’t bother to update them. Even Sigma’s motto isn’t as it once was, and yet their members keep Greek letters devoid of their original meaning. It hasn’t been the same for either of the societies, not since they conned their way into being university-sanctioned.”

“And how long ago was that?”

“A few years after Westfield was founded,” Luke answered. Which, again, explained even less how they’d managed to keep the answers to the riddles a secret. “Sigma has enough clout that no one cheats,” he added, reading my questioning look. “Don’t want to get banned.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Entirely,” Luke said. “They docked a freshman guy and girl a semester’s worth of points just for getting a Sigma and Theta chant wrong. And the school lets them.”

“What happens when you get in?” I asked.

“You mean besides getting accepted into a national organization whose members have connections with Fortune 500 companies and politicians?”

“Sounds culty to me.” I shrugged.

Luke laughed. “Sign me up, in that case.”

“You don’t mean that,” Vivian said.

“Bids earn a boatload of merit points. And pledges get access to restricted areas on campus.”

At that, my heart leaped. More access to campus locations. More of a chance to uncover where Jay and Pete might be hiding.

“It’s a signal of the school’s trust with Sigma and Theta above other Greek life on campus,” Luke continued. “That’s how much power they have. And more.”

I’d heard enough.

I stood, slipping Luke’s feathered invitation into my pocket and walking over to the table where Alaster, Jojo, Kasem, and the fourth man were still stopping freshmen. Luke and Vivian hurried after me, weaving through the crowd of freshmen too. Next thing I knew, I was standing before the four men, leaning over the table with my heart pulsing against my chest as Kasem stared back at me.

“I’d like to rush Theta,” I said, deciding then and there what I was going to do.

His eyes lit up in surprise. It was a muted response in front of the other three, but I hoped he understood my meaning beneath the words. Next to him, the other guy—Dayton, I learned, from a name tag on his chest—spoke before Kasem could.

“Theta’s the other table.”

“I’m aware,” I answered, not looking away from Kasem. “I just wanted you to know. That I’d like to rush Theta.”

Kasem quirked an eyebrow. Across the table, Jojo shifted in his seat. He was talking to a student, but I could tell he was watching us.

“Are you sure?”

No.

“Yes,” I lied.

Without looking away from me, he gestured for Dayton to get me an invitation. Confusion filled Dayton’s expression, and, reluctantly, he crossed the threshold to Theta.

Jojo clenched his fist, writing another student’s name on the sign-up sheet without looking at us. But beneath his angry sighs, his thoughts were clear.

“This isn’t you, Sianna,” Jojo said. “Don’t let him ruin your life like he does everyone else’s.”

I clenched my fists.

After all his lies, after choosing himself back at the estate, he kept trying to tell me who I was or what choices I could make. It was infuriating.

“Harsh, brother,” Kasem said, pretending to laugh to break the awkward silence at the table. He leaned over to me, whispering in my ear. “But seriously, we could find another way to fix your powers.”

Honestly, before the night at Theta House, I hadn’t been sure that ghosts or possession was even real. And yet, here we were, caught in the path of the curse and all the horrors that came with it. Kasem probably thought that because Jojo had determined it, I wouldn’t rush or follow the only thread we had to breaking the curse and me regaining control of my powers. But he was wrong. Both of them were.

Something overcame me then, something raw, and angry, and aching. Before I could stop myself, I closed the distance between Kasem and me.

And then I kissed him.







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

I have thee not

KASEM FROZE AT FIRST, HIS lips half parted in surprise. But then he drew me to him, his hand cupping my cheek, tilting my head back as he pulled me closer and closer.

His lips were soft against mine, tentative as we explored each other; first a brush, skin against skin, and then the kiss deepened.

His tongue traced the line of my lips. Mine explored the taste of him.

Heat burned through me, warm and pulsing against my mouth and my chest and everywhere his hands and lips touched. From the corner of my eye, I spotted Jojo, standing and leaving the lunch hall, while all around us people were hooting and cheering us on. Seeing Jojo’s reaction had me smiling despite myself, and Kasem’s gaze followed mine to his brother’s retreating figure.

He pulled away first.

I expected him to be as breathless as I was, but the burn in his gaze didn’t mirror the heat radiating in my body. It was cool, distant.

Dayton returned with the feathered invitation from Honey.

“You guys dating or something?” he asked.

Instead of answering him, Kasem took the feather from Dayton and placed it in my palm. But as he did, he leaned close to my ear and whispered softly.

“A life for a life, blood for blood.”

The moment the feather touched my fingertips, a vision flashed in my mind. The answer to Theta and Sigma’s riddle appeared as the freshmen handed over their completed feathers and Kasem carefully placed them into the box.

The answer to the riddle was the riddle itself.

“May you live to regret this,” Kasem said, pulling away.

Next to him, Alaster chortled. “There you go again. What a terrible thing to say.”

But I understood what Kasem meant, even if others might not. Regrets were painful, but living to have them? That was a twisted sort of blessing in itself.

“May you live to regret this too,” I answered.

Kasem laughed. “Trust me, I already have,” he said, a hazy glint in his eyes.

And even as Vivian, Luke, and I left the dining hall, I could feel the faint trace of Kasem’s lips, how he tasted of salt and earth and regrets. His hands had been gentle yet firm as he’d cupped my face. Kissing him, my heart raced like a hummingbird, my spirit soaring as he’d drawn me closer. Still, it hadn’t been close enough.

“If I’d known it was that easy to get an invitation to rush,” Luke said, pulling me from my thoughts, “I wouldn’t have gone through so much trouble acting like a freakin’ peacock in front of Sigma House.”

I brushed the back of my hand against my lips, my body warm, all of me tingling.

“Does that mean you’ve figured the riddle out?” Vivian asked. “Isn’t that the only way you’re allowed to rush?”

“I—I mean—”

“Is that a yes or a no?”

“I’m working on it…” Luke said sheepishly.

“Or I could tell you,” I said, handing Luke back his invitation and glancing down at my own one for Theta. It had the same riddle as Sigma’s, but this time the invitation was scrawled in the handwriting that I had no doubt belonged to Honey.

Luke scoped the hallway, a nervous fever to his movements. But no one was paying attention to us in the crowded corridors of Westfield. Everyone was too busy heading to their next class.

“Did Kasem tell you the answer?” Vivian asked. “And was it before or after that”—she gestured wildly—“whatever that was.”

Again, my heart raced. “No, I just saw it when Kasem was placing a feather in the box,” I hedged. “One of the responses that wasn’t torn apart said ‘wisdom.’ At first, I didn’t think that answer could be right. But then I remembered what you said, about how Sigma and Theta steal their riddles from proverbs. My dad had a book filled with them that my mom had gifted him, and there’s an Akan one that’s like that. I made the connection. The only way to untie a wisdom knot is to be wise. Their riddle literally tells you that’s the answer to pledge. It’s wisdom.”

Elated, Luke pulled out a metallic marker and scribbled his answer on the feather before handing it to me. I wrote my response quickly, not letting my hand touch either item longer than I had to.

“You have to return it to one of their chapter heads directly,” Luke said. “They probably left the dining hall already, but we have three weeks until rush officially starts. Invitees get to rush first separately.”

Vivian shook her head. “You’re both making a terrible mistake.”

“I know,” I said. But I’d already decided. I’d given Kasem my word.

I’d made my pledge.







CHAPTER THIRTY

We band of brothers

I WAS SUPPOSED TO HAVE a humanities class next, my last of the day. But I spotted Alaster exiting the dining hall not long after Vivian, Luke, and I had split up for our separate classes. Moments later, Jojo joined him, and they entered a classroom, the lock clicking behind them with a resounding ping.

When Alaster and Jojo left, I flagged down an upperclassman who might have access to the room, pretending I’d left my phone inside it.

It took a few tries to find someone with clearance, but when I did and they unlocked the door, I waited for them to leave before starting my investigation.

Looking for traces of Alaster and Jojo in a classroom that had been used throughout the day was an exercise in torture. I brushed my fingers along some of the desks, traced the frame of the seats, and channeled my powers, even as pain wrung through my mind and my nerves. One of the desks had been moved awkwardly to the front.

The moment I touched it, my powers reeled me into a vision of past Alaster and Jojo in a heated argument.

“Enough is enough!” Jojo shouted. “You said things were changing at Westfield. Yet you’re letting Sigma and Theta run wild without any restrictions.”

“The president is monitoring them closely. Both societies have powerful alumni on the Board and among our donors. He can’t just strip them of their status on campus.”

“So we’re just going to wait until another student tries to jump out of a window? Or for more accidents to happen across campus?”

Alaster laughed.

“I recognize you’re upset seeing your brother and that girl like that, but compose yourself, Ojore. This is the long game. We can’t help each other if we can’t trust that we’re able to control our emotions, even when things don’t go our way. Besides, this is a concern for faculty. Not researchers here on school grants.”

The dig in Alaster’s words was clear. Jojo was an outsider now, one with no claim to the Saint James name or authority in how the institution handled its goings. And like all hired hands, he needed to stay in line.

“This has nothing to do with my emotions,” Jojo said, but his voice wavered. I didn’t let myself linger on the unspoken meaning beneath his words. He took a breath, continuing. “I took this research job to help the students at Westfield. All of them. If that’s not what we’re doing, then I have no reason to stay.”

“We both know that’s a lie,” Alaster said. He tilted his head, curiosity glinting in his eyes. “Or perhaps you may think it’s the truth. But whether it’s the remnants of your inheritance, the girl your brother’s with, or, as you say, for the good of Westfield’s students, I’m sure we can find a reason to keep you at Westfield.” He patted Jojo on the shoulder. “The Board and I look forward to the findings of your research,” he said. And then he left. But Jojo remained, seething from the encounter.

Jojo pulled away from the table, and the memory faded into flashes of other students and faculty touching its surface earlier in the day.

When I returned to the present, a streak of crimson seeped from my nose. I wiped it away, making sure to use the back of my palm in case my powers went hyperactive again, just as the classroom door opened and Kasem emerged.

“You should really learn how to control your powers. Don’t go all Tetsuo on me.”

It took a moment for me to register his words, and when I did, I pursed my lips to keep from smiling.

“An Akira reference? Really?”

“Should I have gone with The Exorcist?”

“Hilarious.”

“She says without even a chuckle.”

He’d been teasing, but concern was etched in his expression.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Really, I am.” The pain was already beginning to subside.

But Kasem reached for me, brushing his thumb against my cheek.

I was already dizzy from the nosebleed, but craning to look up at him with his tall, graceful frame and searing brown eyes with the flecks of gold in them made me lightheaded and breathless.

“Be still for me?” he whispered.

I swallowed, nodding heplessly, unsure.

My heart beat a thousand miles per minute, and even the heat between us was electric, pulsing with curiosity and longing.

Since the fire at my Westfield audition, I’d been used to taking care of myself. I’d never had someone be so attentive to my needs. Not since Jojo. And even then, it hadn’t been like this.

Kasem withdrew a handkerchief from his pocket. He dabbed the blood from my nose, his touch gentle, his fingers trailing to my parted lips as he pulled away.

I drew in a breath.

My mind raced with the memory of his tongue tracing my lips and how he’d pulled me to him, kissing me, tasting me, and leaving me longing for more.

“About what happened in the dining hall,” I said, my cheeks burning. “I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry.”

“Are you?” he asked, and I couldn’t tell if he was disappointed or teasing me. “I mean, my brother was right there. Exactly where you wanted him to be, right?”

“Kasem—” I began, but he waved away the apology.

“I’m a Saint James,” he said. “People have used me for less. I grew up with them befriending me to see what they could get of the inheritance. They’d toss me aside once they figured out that, as the secondborn, I was getting nothing. And even then, people got close to me just to find a way to Ojore. When all that changed and I was the one named heir, I was their world again.” He laughed. “At least you had the decency to be transparent. So be honest, Sianna. Just admit it.”

I knew Kasem was waiting for me to say it. But I couldn’t. Because truthfully, I wasn’t even sure why I had kissed him or what I’d wanted to come from it.

“You’re in love with my brother,” he observed, his voice cool, measured.

I looked away, my heart racing at the intensity of his stare.

But my silence was answer enough. And in turn, his came in the bitter light of amusement in his eyes, his laughter as bemused as it was pitying. There was a distance between us, one that hadn’t existed since we’d first met at Gus’s shop.

“Maybe I once was,” I said, defiant, angry now, at myself, at him, for his nonchalance. “But what would it matter to you, Kasem? I shouldn’t have kissed you. I know I was wrong for that. But you’re the one who leaned in. Don’t act like you didn’t feel some sort of vindication kissing me in front of him.”

“Despite what it may seem, I don’t actually get a kick out of making my brother hate me more than he does. I never wanted Westfield. I never wanted anything of his.”

“I’m not his,” I said. “I’m my own person.”

“So you kissed me for yourself?”

Against my cheeks, heat bloomed hot and scorching. “Trust me, it won’t happen again.”

Kasem didn’t look at me, which was somehow worse than when he was angry.

I tried to steer the conversation back to shore, pushing down the painful knots forming in my chest. “Look. Can we just make a plan for finding Pete or Jay or whichever one of them is here at Westfield? The sooner we break your curse, the less time we have to spend with each other.”

“You should have said that from the beginning,” Kasem said, his voice calm yet biting. “Before the expulsion, they were both Sigma. And if they found a way to sneak back onto campus, they’ll probably find a way to infiltrate Sigma events like rush.”

So then I had to do it. I really had to join Theta and somehow get Luke to follow through with rushing Sigma. Vivian would hate it, but it wouldn’t matter at that point. This was the best chance I’d have of trapping Pete or Jay. Kasem and I would be able to interrogate them and get closer to figuring out how to break our bond. It’d even mean vindicating Jojo, not that it should still matter to me whether or not he was involved in the stabbing.

“The girl who jumped from Theta House told me that Danny, her ex, was going to do some exposé on Westfield and your family. He was friends with Nathan. Did Nathan know about the curse? Did Pete or Jay, before they were marked?”

“They’ll know as much as any of Sigma’s members do,” Kasem said. “And like I explained before, I never met Danny, not outside of Sigma events. I don’t know what the three or four of them shared with one another about what was going on at Westfield and how my family was connected to it.”

“Then the answer has to be tied to what Danny found.” I recounted my conversation with Sarah to him. “If he wasn’t really marked because of the curse, if someone connected to your family found out that he was researching their ties to the accidents on campus, then maybe Sarah’s right. Maybe Danny’s death wasn’t an accident. Maybe it was murder.” If Alaster and the Board would go so far as to cover up the curse’s manifestation on campus, then maybe they thought they could use the accidental deaths to bury Kasem’s family secrets.

“I saw a vision of the past, in this room. They’re paying Jojo to come up with some research to supposedly explain the accidents on campus as hauntings,” I said, making the connections. “And then I bet they’ll just start advertising Westfield as a prestigious school with some historic, haunted buildings, and no one will bat an eye when the accidents keep happening.”

“So you finally admit that Jojo is part of this.”

I swallowed, the vision I’d seen moments before fresh in my mind.

I was done with Jojo. Or, that’s what I was trying to convince myself of. But if I told Kasem everything I’d seen, he’d never trust Jojo again. I realized then that Kasem and Jojo were the same, in a way: liars, but only to themselves. Kasem didn’t want Jojo to be behind the stabbing any more than Jojo wanted to see his brother hurt.

“I should be able to have a good sense of which members will be participating in the rush activities,” Kasem said when I didn’t answer his question. At my confused look, he added, “I’m an adviser for our chapter.”

“For someone who claims they don’t care about Westfield, you sure go above and beyond to be a part of it. Even if the Board didn’t require you to be in the accelerated graduate program, I bet you would have done it anyway.”

Jojo had done the same. He hadn’t inherited Westfield, yet he’d been entrenched in the school, despite everything.

“Oh, you know us Saint Jameses,” Kasem said. “We like to keep it in the family. Our degrees, our inheritances. Our lovely obsessions.” His gaze lingered, and for a moment, I caught it trailing to my lips before he looked away. “Our enemies too,” he finished.







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The evil that men do

THE GENERAL JOHN THOMAS WINHALL Library was its own building, separate from most of the interconnected ones at Westfield. To get there, we ventured out into the murky autumn air and walked the ten-minute trek from the main campus.

Kasem was silent for most of the journey, retreating into the faraway reaches of his thoughts. A first for him in the time since we’d met.

I knew it was my fault. At least, in part. Honey had been teasing at Theta House when she’d suggested I play the two brothers against each other. And yet, I’d done just that for a few seconds of petty validation.

There was the other part of me too, the part that was buzzing from kissing Kasem.

I’d never done something like that before. It’d been reckless, thoughtless, and cruel to use Kasem just to spite Jojo. But he’d leaned in. He’d pulled me closer and deepened the kiss instead of pulling away. But with his mood swings, I couldn’t tell if his reaction was because of the kiss itself or his rivalry with his brother. If he’d kissed me back because of instinct or reflexes or, perhaps even because he might have wanted to kiss me too. Now I’d never know. And that tore at me.

I found myself searching for answers in the silence between us, and noticing things about Kasem as if I was reading tea leaves in the minute details of him. Like, how he seemed to be perpetually restless, his hands always finding something to fidget with, whether he was cracking his knuckles or tracing the lines of his palms with his fingers. And he was wearing the Westfield blazer he’d been stabbed in. Faint speckles of blood dotted the lining and front of it. Even his outfit was reminiscent of what he’d worn that day I’d seen him in the maze, from his fitted cotton T-shirt to his designer slacks and shoes.

“You don’t feel bad juju wearing that?” I asked as we ascended the steps of the library’s double doors.

“It’s just a thing here. A Westfield blazer is your house status symbol. Even faculty wear theirs. Besides,” he added, “it’s the only one I have.”

“You’re rich. Get a new one at the campus bookstore or something. Or, let me guess, is it another family heirloom?”

“I wouldn’t put another dime in Westfield’s pocket if I could help it,” he said.

The gravel walkway to the library curved through campus. We turned the corner through a thicket of trees, weaving past groups of students with their arms full of books. Kasem placed his hand on my waist, shifting me closer when the group nearly barreled into us. When he let go, disappointment nipped at me.

“If you hate Westfield so much, why do you care about the curse and inheriting it?” I asked. “Why don’t you just let Alaster get the school and study somewhere else?”

“Alaster and his family are descendants of an uncle of ours. They’re not the direct inheritors of Westfield. They never have been. They’ve just been stewards of the estate until my side of the family can take full ownership.”

“But your side never has been able to take that ownership because of the curse.”

“Correct.”

“Isn’t that evidence of familial greed and not some supernatural entity? This curse just so happens to kill your line, they continuously benefit from your family dying and never inheriting Westfield, and you don’t think they’re involved at all?”

“I never said they’re completely blameless or that I fully trust them. But the curse is real—you saw that with your own eyes. With Nathan.”

I sighed deeply. He still didn’t see Alaster as the threat that I did, but at least he hadn’t written him off as a suspect entirely.

At the library entrance, there loomed a statue of a Civil War soldier waving a baton in victory.

His chest was riddled with medals, and his eyes were carved out of a cool brimstone finish.

“Union or Confederate?” I asked.

Kasem’s answer was cold. “What do you think?”

A chill pricked against the hairs on my arm, my stomach twisting with unease. Moments before, the library had been brimming with possibilities. And now it was twisted and menacing. Sure enough, the plaque at the base of the statue reaffirmed the sinister origins of the figure.

BRIGADIER GENERAL JOHN THOMAS WINHALL. CONFEDERATE SOLDIER WHO STOPPED AT WESTFIELD UNIVERSITY TO REPLENISH SUPPLIES DURING THE CIVIL WAR.

“I believe the board of trustees had this statue erected sometime in the 1930s,” Kasem said.

“And Sigma and Theta just let him use the school as a base during the war? I thought Honey said they were abolitionists. Why would they allow that?”

“I don’t know,” Kasem said. “Maybe they didn’t have a choice?”

“But what about Yara? Were they just there when this all happened?”

“Yara would have been at Westfield at this time,” Kasem said. “And Kent would’ve been here too. Both of the university’s founders were present.”

I remembered Honey explaining that back at Theta House. Kent and his half brother, Duncan, founded Westfield as it was known today.

Kasem nodded back up at the statue. “But during the Civil War, I’m pretty sure the campus was seized by this guy, Winhall. His Confederate forces used it as a base even while the school was running. Kent left at a certain point to join the Union, and Duncan stayed as an abolitionist spy and passed along information about the general to his brother. Eventually, Kent and the Union seized Westfield back, right before the Battle of Appomattox Court House and the end of the war.”

“Then why is there a statue of him in Westfield’s biggest library instead of statues of Kent or Duncan?” I said.

“I told you,” Kasem said, “the board of trustees are the stewards of the Westfield estate. After Kent’s death and Reconstruction ended in 1877, Duncan became Westfield’s new president and the estate was turned over to the Board. They’ve have been managing it since then. Alaster’s side of the family remain as figurehead presidents, and our side has the conservatorship overseeing how we inherit the estate. But this part of Westfield’s legacy, it’s what the Board and its donors choose to prop up. Not us. It’s why Kent’s statue stays hidden in a restricted courtyard and Duncan just has some rusty plaque near the campus store.”

I stared at General Winhall’s ominous figure. The statue loomed above us with arrogance and disdain. He’d lived to see Kent and Duncan seize the estate back from him for the Union. Neither the Board nor this statue of Winhall could change that, no matter what lies they peddled or told themselves. I took satisfaction in that fact, that as much as they’d tried to rewrite history, the truth would outlive all of them.

At the end of the path, the library loomed ahead of us, as grand and imposing as Westfield’s other buildings. Since it was open hours, the double doors were unlocked. A sign noted that the library wouldn’t be accessible to students under one thousand merit points during specific hours of the day. It also informed visitors that campus study rooms, which were available in student dorms, could be used as alternatives during library off-hours. And of course, per university guidelines, first-years didn’t have access to public campus buildings after midnight.

I wouldn’t stay long, though. I had assignments to finish, and Vivian and Luke were planning on meeting me later. Kasem held the library door open for me, and I hurried in after him.

Inside, the musty scent of worn leather filled the vast space. There were quiet study areas with mahogany tables, glass conference rooms, and bookshelves everywhere.

Kasem gestured for me to follow, and we made our way past rows of bound books and research filings. A few times, he stopped and rummaged through the shelves, picking up a textbook or a file before nodding at me to keep going. Finally, we arrived at the quiet rooms tucked in a corner. There were rows of them, some with students already crouched together to work. One of the rooms was empty, and he tapped his phone against the screen, the system recognizing that he had enough merit points to book the space.

“Ready to make good on your side of the deal?” he teased.

I crossed my arms. “Only if you are.”

He held the door open for me to enter, and I ducked past his outstretched arm, taking a seat at the wooden table to try and uncover the history of the curse and learn how to break it.







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Something after death

AS HIDDEN AWAY AS WE were in the quiet rooms, with midterms approaching, the library was packed with students. Kasem and I sat a few feet away from each other, and in the quiet rooms around us, groups of students worked intently on assignments, from engineering students hunched over their laptops to design and fashion students pasting together color theory grids and hand-sewing garments for studio.

In a leather-bound notebook, Kasem drew a diagram about everything we’d been piecing together, including Theta’s and Sigma’s origins, what he knew about the curse from his parents and Jojo, as well as the series of deaths we could link directly to the curse.

“Pete and Jay are basically puppets of the curse at this point,” Kasem said. “So they’ll be finding ways to do its bidding but also won’t want to reveal themselves to the whole school since they’re technically on bail.”

“And since Vivian’s bound to her oath of loyalty to the Ԑnhye, same way Jojo and you are bound to Sigma and Honey is bound to Theta, we won’t be able to piece anything together from those threads until I rush,” I said, taking the pen from him and scribbling my own notes next to his.

He stared intently at my handwriting, and when I handed him back the pen, he drew a box around our observations.

“This isn’t much headway on how to break the curse,” he admitted.

“So we’re stuck?” I sighed.

“Not necessarily. I mean, part of this is figuring out what we don’t know.”

Kasem drew lines between the different players in all of this and then began a list that he filled out as he spoke. “We don’t know how or why the curse started. We don’t know how to break it, outside the obvious goal of me living past my fated death. And we don’t know why you saving me in the alleyway that night connected your powers to my lifeline.”

As we drew out our plans, sometimes stragglers ventured to our side of the quiet rooms. We probably looked like two college sweethearts stealing time to study together. Kasem, with his wire-rimmed glasses (he was farsighted, I learned) as he shuffled through handfuls of books and files about Virginia and Westfield history. Me, multitasking between finishing my music assignments and looking up articles he suggested.

“My powers don’t work like that,” I said for what felt like the hundredth time after Kasem asked me to hold one of the books he was reading to confirm whether it was historically accurate. “Aren’t you supposed to be some kind of academic prodigy? How can you not know the difference between a primary and secondary source?”

“So, your powers make you what, a secondary source?”

“Funny,” I said, rolling my eyes and hiding my smile. “Why do I get the feeling that you’re using the curse to con me into being an assistant for your graduate thesis?”

He cleared his throat. But behind the current book he was flipping through, I could tell he was fighting back laughter too. Which, fair. I was getting stir-crazy myself.

It had only been a few hours since we’d begun our deep dive, but since there were no outside windows here, it felt like it’d been days.

“I can’t transport myself into the past or time travel, or anything like that,” I said, continuing my explanation. “I can just see the past, and, occasionally, the future, in psychic visions.”

“Through touch,” Kasem clarified. “So, then, are you constantly just seeing visions of different timelines whenever you grab someone or hold something?”

“Mostly the past, but yes. I do—ever since the night in the alleyway.” I held my hands up, showing him the coarse, burnt flesh that marred my fingertips. Most people flinched at the sight of the blistered skin. Kasem grew silent.

“Is it painful?”

“Not anymore,” I said. “It’s really the migraines and the nosebleeds that bother me now. I can’t control them like I used to be able to, but recently, I’ve been better at keeping visions at bay.”

Westfield was a minefield for me. There was so much history in every quiet corridor, in every building, that it was hard to avoid falling into a vision when almost everywhere was steeped in the past.

Kasem considered that for a moment, then picked out one of the books he’d brought. Some journalist in the 1960s had published an official record of Westfield’s history, starting with Westfield Saint James. As the journalist described him, Westfield was a young general fresh off victories from the War of 1812. He was also an outspoken member of the Virginia Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery, one of the few abolitionist organizations in the state in the decades before the war, and he purchased the swampy lands that would later become the university from a local ordinance commissioner. In its first iteration, Westfield existed as a military academy called Saint James Academy. Its earliest students included Duncan, Westfield’s oldest son, and Kent, Duncan’s half brother and the youngest of Westfield’s four children.

In 1854, Westfield died and, to the shock of Virginia society, his will named Kent the inheritor of the academy while Duncan would serve as its president. Legal disputes ensued. Eventually, Duncan and Kent filed to be cofounders of the newly established Westfield University in order to claim the estate and beat the various legal petitions facing the will.

“So, when did the board of trustees start having more control over Westfield?” I asked. The book had tintypes of Duncan Saint James and the other sons of Westfield standing in front of the university’s original main building. But none of the photos showed anything of Kent and the Black side of the Saint James family, or even mentioned the institution’s abolitionist history outside of Westfield’s individual interests.

Kasem held out his hand. It took me a moment to realize what he meant by the gesture.

“That’s not how my powers work,” I said, shifting nervously in my seat.

“Didn’t you just say—”

“I can’t just see hundreds of years into your past in an instant. And I can’t see into your ancestors’ lifelines through you either. As it is, I can barely see into a few hours back in time without my head feeling like it’s splitting.”

Besides shoppers at Louisa’s stall, no one had ever asked me to use my powers on them. Particularly someone I had a real relationship with. Not that Kasem and I had a relationship. But even Jojo had never willingly offered to let me see into his past. I knew Kasem was just trying to figure out how to break his curse, but it felt too intimate, too personal.

“Fine,” he said. “Let’s see what the books say, then.” He rummaged through the stacks of titles he’d picked out until he found a small coffee-stained pamphlet that had been commissioned by the local county.


REVISITING WESTFIELD UNIVERSITY



Most of the pamphlet had the same information as the book from the 1960s. General Westfield Saint James bought the land, opened a military academy, and gave it to his son in his will, and then his sons renamed the school after their father. But on the last page of the pamphlet, there was an addendum from a reprint in 1959.


During the midst of the Civil War, control of Westfield was briefly seized from the Saint James family by a General Winhall of the Confederacy. At that period, Westfield was established as an accredited university. The board of trustees was created and they operated the school in the midst of the war. But on the eve of the end of the war, a skirmish between the general, his troops, and the Saint James heirs ensued, with General Winhall perishing in the aftermath. Duncan Saint James took ownership of the school in the years following.

In 1946, Joseph Saint James, a young colonel who bravely served in the Second World War and whose deceased father, a Mr. Seth Saint James, fought in the first of the World Wars, filed a legal petition with seven other descendants of Kent Saint James. Their goal? Reclaim ownership of the university and the Westfield estate, which, they argued, should be theirs according to General Westfield Saint James’s 1853 will, which named Kent Saint James as the inheritor of the institution at the age of one and twenty. In 1955, the family won their petition. They were officially granted ownership of the full Westfield estate in 1956. Yet, the sudden, tragic death of Colonel Joseph Saint James has resulted in delays to transition plans.

Now, the oldest son of the colonel, a Mr. Melvin Saint James, will legally gain ownership of the estate following his twenty-first year, as per the transition documents outlined by the conservatorship trustees of the Westfield estate. Mr. Melvin, now seventeen, is petitioning the courts to grant his inheritance at eighteen, per the common law of Virginia. In the interim, the Board agreed to facilitate the process of having the descendants of Kent Saint James reclaim ownership of the school and appointed the descendant of Duncan Saint James as the school’s president.



I leaned over the table, shifting the pamphlet so I could read it better. The photo of Kasem’s ancestor Melvin was a small clipping from a newspaper that showed a handsome young Black boy surrounded by his younger siblings, three other little boys and one cute little Black girl in a stroller. Their mother wore a veil with moths sewn into the lace that partially covered her face. Even so, she looked grief-stricken and overwhelmed. At thirty, she was a widow and mother of five young children, with only the glimmer of an inheritance for her young son to help tide them over during hardships.

“It doesn’t say anything after that,” I said, turning the page to nothing more than the empty back of the pamphlet.

“It was written in 1959,” Kasem said.

“Great observation,” I teased, rolling my eyes. “So, what? Did your great-great-however-great-grandfather Melvin win his petition to inherit Westfield at eighteen?”

Kasem turned the page back to the image of Melvin, his mother, and his siblings. He was silent for a long moment, clearly taking in the reality of his family from decades ago staring back at him from the confines of an old local pamphlet.

“He’s not technically my great-grandfather. More like great-great-uncle or something.”

I tilted my head, not quite understanding.

“Melvin couldn’t afford to keep fighting Duncan’s side of the Saint James line and the board trustees over the conservatorship they’d placed his inheritance in. He agreed to wait until he turned twenty-one to officially claim his inheritance, at which point he’d disband the board of trustees. Something he’d made openly known to them.”

I waited for Kasem to continue, apprehension tugging at my gut.

“He died,” Kasem said. “On his twenty-first birthday. Some strange, sudden illness, apparently.”

And there it was. The other shoe. Firmly on the ground.

“But he never got to claim the inheritance.”

“No,” Kasem said. “He didn’t.”

“Oh. Of course. I’m sorry.”

Kasem shrugged. “Same thing happened to his younger brother, until the youngest, at twenty, agreed to have the inheritance passed to his children and keep the conservatorship and board of trustees established. That was my grandfather. He lived pretty long. Did pretty well with the conservatorship managing the funds of the Westfield estate on his behalf. They agreed to allocate some funds for his family here and there. But his oldest son, who was supposed to inherit Westfield, also tragically died on his twenty-first birthday. So he had his younger son make the same deal. Keep the conservatorship and the board of trustees, and let them manage the estate on our behalf. And every time someone from my family has tried to inherit the estate, they don’t live long enough to take ownership of it. Rinse and repeat.”

What Kasem was describing, I realized, was the curse, manifested through each generations in his family where every son determined enough to inherit the estate would end up dead.

“So the curse started in 1960.”

Either that, or someone had been picking off heirs of the estate for decades without getting caught.

“Sounds like your family’s the target of a serial killer,” I observed. Which, somehow, felt much more tangible than a curse.

A curse had to be rooted to its source. It had to be broken with magic, or spells, or what have you. A killer, though? That kind of meticulousness could surely be tracked down by a good private investigator.

“We’ve done that,” Kasem explained when I suggested as much. “One of my grandfathers spent hundreds of thousands of his allowance trying to work with one to see why this kept happening in our family. But do you really think if this was just some killer, or a series of them, hunting us down because of our family’s wealth that the police or the justice system wouldn’t be onto them?”

I considered the possibility. If decades had passed without legal recourse or justice for the victims in Kasem’s family line, then it was just as likely that those very institutional forces that could solve the cold cases might have instead played a part in them.

“Were there any deaths on Alaster’s side of the family?” I asked instead.

“Yeah, maybe five. One was an accident, another a car crash, I think, and a few robberies and such. There was even a kidnapping. The police solved those pretty quick. One guy’s in prison.”

“Oh,” I said.

“Yeah.”

“Let’s hope it’s just a curse, then.”

Kasem laughed. “Yeah, or that a true crime podcast picks up my family’s story.”

“You keep playing,” I said, “but this is all pretty macabre. I get it, though.” After I’d lost my family in the fire, I’d became the Queen of Dissociating. It wasn’t so much that I found humor in everything—it was that everything became meaningless. So what did it matter if I laughed or cried or screamed about it? No one would care. Nothing would change. But after a while, and even now, that numbness became suffocating.

“The 1960s are about the earliest we can trace the curse back to,” Kasem continued. “Melvin’s death, and maybe even Joseph’s, after he won his case. And Alaster’s side of the family has always been given the role of president to help with the transition process. But they’re just figureheads for the Board. They know it. We all know it.”

“What about Kent Saint James? Did he die before he inherited Westfield?”

Kasem shook his head. “No, he died around 1877. But he was forty-five by then, and Duncan was serving as the president of Westfield under the board of trustees. Reconstruction happened and when it ended, Kent died of natural causes. Duncan’s son took over as president when his dad passed, and the board of trustees managed the Westfield estate and leadership ever since.”

“You said Jojo was able to do a ritual to give up his inheritance and survive the curse,” I said. “Do you think there’s another kind of ritual that could help you too?”

Kasem looked away. “There’s only the disinheritance ritual. And there’s only surviving the curse and inheriting Westfield or dying because of it. If my brother and I knew any other way to stop the curse, we would have done it by now.”

I sighed. “Well, do you have any objects or anything that I can look into? Maybe if I use my powers, I can see into the origins of the curse?”

He nodded toward the bracelet on my hand. “It’s been passed on from generation to generation. The ring too.”

“I’ve tried already. The only thing I got from it was one of the worst migraines of my life.”

“Have you tried the ring itself?” Kasem asked.

“I mean, no,” I admitted. After having been sucked into visions from the cowrie shells, I hadn’t had the nerve to try and look into the ring’s past. I knew it held something important—after all, Jojo had told me that Yara had it created for her husband during the Civil War. But who knew what secrets, what memories, were trapped inside it? And part of me was afraid that, if I channeled through the pain and couldn’t escape the vision’s hold, I’d be stuck in my mind forever.

But Kasem was here. And being with him was like when we’d played piano together. He was my anchor to the present. He made me feel safe.

“KSJ,” I said, repeating the initials carved into the ring.

“My father was superstitious. He thought if Ojore couldn’t inherit Westfield, then at least his secondborn, the spare, could have the same initials as Kent. He hoped that could be a form of protection since Kent lived beyond the curse. Probably picked up the idea from some soothsayer claiming to read the stars.”

I shimmied the bracelet off my wrist. Kasem inched closer.

“All right then, let’s do this.”

“Do you need me to hold your hand or something?” he asked. “Will it amplify it?”

I scoffed. “This isn’t a séance.” But then I realized maybe he had a point. In the past, whenever I’d tried to channel a vision, I’d always been completely focused on the person or object I was channeling from. I’d never thought to rely on someone else to strengthen my visions.

“Let’s try,” I relented.

Kasem smirked, but didn’t push the victory in our argument.

“I don’t know what will happen,” I warned him. “My powers have been pretty all over the place.”

Kasem nodded dutifully. “I’ll bring you back. I’ll let you go if I have to.”

I swallowed, not liking the sound of his words. But he was right. Letting go was the only way to release a vision’s hold on me.

Before I took his hands, I wiped my palms against my shirt. He raised an eyebrow and my heart fluttered. We were directly across from each other, so close that beneath the table, our knees touched whenever we moved or shifted in our seats. And then there was the kiss. The memory of his touch still sparked within me.

I reminded myself that he was farsighted, that he probably couldn’t see me being squeamish about him looking into my soul.

“Close your eyes,” I said, just for good measure.

“I thought you said this wasn’t a séance.”

“Just do it.”

“Bossy,” he murmured under his breath, but acquiesced.

I closed mine too. With a sigh, I laced my fingers through his empty right hand and then placed my other palm over his outstretched left hand, where he held the bracelet.

A chill rippled through me, inching from his cool touch like electricity. The world was dark and silent and empty. But the next moment, I was pulled into a vision of the past.







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE









What is past is prologue

IN THE VISION, THE WORLD dissolved into fragments of light and time. This bracelet had passed through many hands. Over the course of centuries, it had seen many lives coming through and leaving the gates of Westfield. In the midst of Reconstruction, the ring at its center had been engraved. Its body had been forged in the smoky aftermath of Appomattox, and the string of shells and glass beads that lined it had been woven together long before slave ships and bondage, in the bustling markets of an African village. I had little control, and the vision jolted me through the past, from hundreds of years ago to months before it had wound up with me, to when the bracelet had been slipped off a dying man’s wrist and placed into the possession of someone else.

I could feel the emotions steeped in the bracelet, and the most recent memory embedded in the jewelry swallowed me like a breathless wind. Red and blue lights flashed over a face so familiar that the mere glimpse of it set my heart racing, from the warm brown skin and piercing brown eyes, to the lashes that were as ebony as his locs, to his lips always on the brink of laughter, and the birthmark just beneath his bottom lip. Jojo. My Jojo, the old version of him, months ago in the mere hours before I would find Kasem in the alleyway.

It was nearly closing time at the mall, and Jojo stood at the doors, pacing, waiting for someone. I recognized the first figure that approached him; it was Kasem’s bodyguard, Liam, the same one who had shown up at Gus’s. He’d also been with Jojo that night—I’d seen him from the windows of Center City Mall not long before I found Kasem’s body.

“Have you found him?” Jojo snapped.

“Not yet,” Liam said. “And you need to calm down.”

Jojo spun to face Liam, his expression dark with rage. “Don’t tell me to calm down. It was your job to protect him. What are we paying you for if you can’t do that?”

“I don’t answer to you,” Liam said. “I answer to the Board. And they are pleased with the work I do.”

“The Board knows it’s meant to serve the Saint James family, and I’m telling you now: Find my brother. And find the other two.” He gestured to Liam’s lily crest. “You’re Sigma, right? You graduated how many years ago? What about a locator incantation?”

Liam scowled. “An incantation like that would require something of your brother’s, which we don’t have. Besides, our fraternity, as you are well aware, has rules when it comes to incantations that cross the boundaries of personhood.”

Jojo could barely contain the cool rage radiating from him. “I’ll do it myself. Just find him, any way you can.”

Liam nodded and retreated into the dark while Jojo headed to his car, slipping into the passenger seat. He searched through the glove compartment in a feverish rush, pushing paperwork aside until he found a letter—the same one from Kasem that I’d read that night.

It hadn’t been burned yet; the handwritten note was perfectly legible in its entirety. Kasem’s signature was marked at the bottom, his neat handwriting refined at the edges by his artist touch.

Jojo held the corner of the letter and whispered under his breath. As he did, smoke began to curl at the corners of the paper, and the letter began to burn.

“Find my brother,” he said. “Show me where he is.”

Smoke gathered against the windshield. Faintly, an image of Kasem emerged in the fog, his body slumped near an indistinguishable dumpster somewhere in the alleyways of Center City Mall.

My heart hammered in my chest.

Magic. Jojo was performing an incantation. Just like Kasem had after the woodshop. Just like what I’d witnessed members of Theta perform at the summoning.

Suddenly, Jojo’s phone dinged—a message from me, asking him if he was okay and if he could help Louisa and me pack up.

In the present, I could feel Kasem next to me, his hands holding mine, anchoring me in my own timeline just as the vision tethered me to the past, to Jojo sitting in his car.

I watched as Jojo texted me, his hand trembling. Outside the car door, something pounded on the windshield. He glanced up and came face-to-face with Pete and Jay.

“I heard you were looking for me,” Pete said, sneering. “Well, here I am.”

“Where’s my brother?”

A wry grin curved across Pete’s lips.

“Oh, they haven’t found him yet? That’s unfortunate.”

Beside him, Jay reached into his pocket and pulled out the cowrie shell bracelet.

The bracelet gleamed ominously, pulsing and breathing in the moonlight—almost sentient. It was a living artifact, churning with memories.

Tentatively, Jojo lowered the window. When he did, Jay handed him the bracelet, a pleased look in his expression.

“Just like you wanted, right? If you want to know where he is, no need for that botched attempt at an incantation. All you needed to do was ask us. He could be anywhere in these alleyways. Let us help you.”

Jojo shoved the letter and the bracelet in the glove compartment.

A look of suspicion crossed Pete’s expression. “We fulfilled our part of the deal. But our marks aren’t gone.”

“That means he’s not dead yet,” Jojo said, and I couldn’t tell if it was relief in his voice or despair. When he slipped out of the car, he locked the doors and threw the key inside the barely parted window. “You’re still marked by the curse, and it will take you.”

Jay growled, realizing that Jojo wasn’t playing by whatever arbitrary rules they’d laid out in this twisted deal of theirs. The bracelet was now locked away and out of reach, yet their marks lived on.

“Take me to my brother,” Jojo said.

Suddenly, it was as if the air had been sucked from my lungs. Something felt different, like the past and the future had become one twisted thing that seethed before me.

Pete and Jay looked past Jojo, past their own reflections in the car window, past the barrier of the vision in my mind—until their gazes bore directly into me.

I clenched my hands, only realizing that I’d buried my nails into Kasem’s outstretched palms in the process. His breath hitched. But he squeezed my hand reassuringly, urging me to continue channeling.

In my visions, I’d always been able to see other people. But they’d never looked back at me before. They’d never seen me watching.

I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.

When Pete and Jay spoke, it was in unison: a chorus of nails on chalkboard, a disjointed echo that raked through the back of my mind. I wanted the vision to end. I wanted to tear myself away from the bracelet’s clutches. But time caught me in its suffocating grip, and Pete’s and Jay’s empty eyes stared deep into mine.

“B-b-b-beware the mark of b-b-b-b-blood debts. For what’s so wrought on borrowed time will pay the price of a life duly expired and a death well owed.”

Then, horrifically, Pete reeled backward, his head snapping at an unnatural angle. Swampy water seeped from his eyes, spilling from his mouth as he choked, and choked, and choked. And Jay transformed in front of me—weeping red welts burst across his skin, and flames rose from his flesh. They jerked forward, their bodies twisting so violently that their bones broke and their eyes bulged. The two men screamed and writhed, the mud and the water and the flames taking over their bodies.

I was witnessing their deaths, a vision of their futures playing before me through a memory of the past. Pete’s and Jay’s demises would be painful and tormenting, and they would take place soon—unless they could fulfill their debt to the curse.

Unless they could kill Kasem.

Somewhere, someone was screaming. The sound was shrill and violating, like terror come to life in one splitting syllable.

“Sianna. It’s all right. Nothing can hurt you. Nothing will hurt you.”

I opened my eyes and looked up.

Kasem.

I’d fainted, and at some point, we’d ended up outside the quiet room. Here he was, holding me in his arms as a crowd began to form around us, the bracelet discarded at my feet.

And the person who had been screaming this whole time—it’d been me.

Pain surged against my forehead. I pressed my palm to it, and a trickle of blood dripped down from where my nails had scratched the surface of my own skin. I’d been screaming and clawing at my face, as if I could erase the image of Pete and Jay dying before me, both in the past and in the future to come.

“They’re going to die. They’re going to die in Westfield.”

He held me closer, and I buried my head in his chest, closing my eyes as tears blurred my vision. Seeing that spirit of Nathan—that had been frightening. But this, this was something else entirely.

Kasem picked up the bracelet and then turned away from me.

“Can I please borrow those?” Kasem said. He was speaking to someone in the crowd and his voice was calm, despite the fact that in his arms, I could feel him trembling. “She’s very sensitive to touch, and I think they might help her.”

“Um, sure,” the person said.

It was one of the people who had rented a nearby quiet room, likely a design and fashion student who’d been sewing a piece for an assignment. She handed Kasem a set of gloves. They were wrist-length and made of black lace with intricately woven patterns of moths. At the cuff of each glove, right at the wrist, was a button clasp. He pulled the first glove over my hand, and then the second, before sliding his family bracelet back onto my wrist. The lace of the gloves created a barrier of sorts from the bracelet, but I could faintly feel it pulsing against my wrist and the memories of the past churning within it.

I gathered my breath, looking up at Kasem finally.

“I’m all right,” I whispered.

“Are you sure?”

I made to stand, but the ground lurched beneath me.

“Should we get help?” someone asked.

“I’ve got it,” Kasem said. He held me steady and knelt in front of me, even as the dizziness made the world sway.

“I kind of need those for an assignment,” the design student said, eyeing the gloves we’d taken from her.

Kasem reached into his pocket and pulled out two hundred dollars.

Her eyes brightened. “That works.”

Whispers filled the crowd, but Kasem’s attention was solely on me.

“How are you doing?”

“Fine. I can stand by myself.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m just trying to help. Let me help you, okay? Just for now.”

I hesitated. Tentatively, I wrapped my arms around his neck and let him lift me. His pulse steadied my own racing heart.

He swept me off my feet, and I gasped as he held me in his arms.

“Where are you taking me?” I whispered, my voice hoarse from screaming.

“Angelica. She can help us.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Things without all remedy

“IT’S MY FAULT.”

“Explain?”

“I encouraged her to talk about the night of the stabbing. It triggered a panic attack. I didn’t realize how traumatizing it’d been for her.”

We were in the medical center. Or more accurately, I was in the medical center, hooked up to an IV, while Kasem and Angelica spoke about me behind the curtain. The dizziness I’d been feeling earlier had stopped, and I was finally getting back to myself except for the echoes of a headache cutting through my mind.

When I reached for my forehead, the lace gloves Kasem had given me acted as a barrier between my skin and my burnt palms.

This time, my forehead was plastered with Band-Aids where I’d scratched myself. Across from me, there was a mirror and a desk with medical supplies. The Sianna in the reflection looked tired and worn. Her curly black hair was all matted, her skin dull with a blue tint to her veins from screaming. Even my bottom lip was slightly pink from biting down so hard. I glanced at my hands, taking in the black lace gloves and the bracelet clinging to my wrist. Away from my fingertips, I wasn’t as at risk from touching it and could still be protected by its magic.

KSJ.

Kent Saint James. And now, Kasem Saint James.

“You haven’t even healed from the stabbing. And that poor girl. She’s broken, can barely keep herself together. Why look for trouble, Kasem? Why test fate like this?” Angelica said.

Kasem didn’t answer her, and for the faintest of moments, it was as if he’d noticed me watching him through the curtain.

My mind raced remembering my hands wrapped around his neck, and his body against mine: his musky scent, the traces of salt and sweat, our body heat.

Someone drew back the curtain, and suddenly Kasem and Angelica were staring at me.

“You’re awake,” Kasem said.

I sat up, fluffing my hair and trying to cross my arms, only to tangle myself in the IV line connected to me.

“Slow down,” he said, quickly shifting me so that the cord wouldn’t rip out of my arm. “You just woke up.”

“What time is it?”

“Classes are over for the evening,” Angelica said. “And I’d like to keep you in the center for a few days, just to make sure your vitals are okay. Your professors won’t dock you points for the absences. I’ve already cleared the days in your student profile.”

I glanced to the desk near the bed, where my wallet had been placed. Someone had taken out my ID and left it on the table. My book bag was on the ground, and beside it, a canvas tote had been filled with clothes from my dorm. And then there, on the desk near my things, were the gloves I’d been missing since I first arrived at Westfield.

“Vivian and Luke,” Kasem said. “They stopped by earlier.”

I picked up the gloves, staring at them in disbelief before tossing them in my bag.

“She’s so dead. She’s so, so dead.”

I’d been sure I’d brought my gloves with me, and all this time, they’d been pilfered from my things by a poltergeist. Kasem gave me a curious look, his lashes fluttering in surprise. He looked so genuinely concerned and boyish in that moment that I laughed.

“It’s nothing,” I said. I didn’t feel like explaining this new development about my stolen gloves. And to be honest, I was too tired to be anything but relieved that now I had two sets of protection against unwanted visions.

Kasem approached my bed.

To my surprise, he leaned in, settling so close I couldn’t help but turn to face him. In his brown eyes, confliction loomed.

“Do the gloves help?” he asked.

“What?” I said, my gaze shifting away shyly. “Oh. Yes. They do. How did you know they would?”

“I didn’t,” he said. “But you were wearing ones at that pawnshop. When you mentioned your powers being triggered when your fingertips touched things, and with what happened in the quiet room, I made the connection. It was a last resort.”

“Nice observation,” I admitted.

Angelica peeked her head around the other side of the curtain.

“Your brother just messaged me.” She paused. “He heard about what happened. He’s coming to see her.”

The mention of Jojo sucked the air from the room.

The softness in Kasem’s expression dimmed, his lips curving in a twisted smile, as if he’d come to a conclusion for whatever he’d been internally debating.

“You don’t have to go,” I said when he stood to leave. “Just stay. Talk with him. I want you both here.”

He wouldn’t look at me. I hated when he did that, how far he seemed even though he was here with me.

“He won’t want to see me. And he’d probably be right for it. I’ve put you in harm’s way enough as it is. Besides, I don’t want to keep you from getting rest.”

There was no point in trying to argue with him. So we said our goodbyes and I watched him go, longing for him still.







CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Then, I confess

JOJO ARRIVED NOT LONG AFTER Kasem had left. He looked distraught, like he’d raced straight to the medical ward from wherever he’d been.

“She’ll be fine. Go see for yourself.”

Angelica retreated to grinding herbs for her tea in the front.

The moment he was at my side, Jojo reached for me, brushing my cheek, checking my forehead, concern drawn through his expression.

“What happened?” he said. “Are you okay?”

I swallowed. Part of me was afraid to hear his response if I told him what I’d seen. The other part of me, the part that had been so angry for so long, was shell-shocked, defeated.

“Sianna, talk to me. I’m listening.”

I pressed my eyes shut, playing with the frills of the lace gloves as I composed myself.

“You lied to me,” I said. “About the bracelet. About the night of the stabbing. You lied, Jojo.”

He was silent for a moment, searching my eyes for answers.

“I’m guessing your powers are back to normal,” he said finally. “That’s a relief.”

I closed my eyes, nervous energy pulsing through me, gathering like an ember before a fire broke.

“I didn’t think you were capable of it. But I was wrong. Wasn’t I?”

“We’re all capable of things we don’t want to admit.”

This whole time, I’d been holding on to hope that Jojo wasn’t connected to that night. But what I’d seen in the vision, I couldn’t handle it. Not without uprooting every truth I’d come to know about him as a lie.

“That night in the alleyway, Kasem was supposed to be meeting me.”

His words were a gut punch, brutal and aching. And yet, it was the truth.

“You tried to kill him.”

“It’s not like that. I know it seems like it is, but it’s not.”

“Then what’s the truth, Jojo?” I said, raising my voice now, unraveling at every unspoken word between us. “Why did you have the bracelet?”

He pressed his eyes shut, looking away from me, memories churning in his mind.

“Did Kasem ever tell you how the ritual of disinheritance works?” he asked. “It doesn’t just pass the curse and the Westfield estate to another person. It steals the future of the original heir and gives their fate, whatever good or bad that comes of it, to the next in line who does the ritual with them. I never wanted to give up Westfield. I never wanted him to be the one who was cursed. And now we’re both paying for what we did. All of us. Even you. You just don’t see it. Because he’s lying to you. He’s protecting himself like he always does.”

There was a deeper meaning in the look in his eyes, one that seemed to speak of more than just that night in the alleyway and the curse.

Tears burned against my lashes. In a way, it was like the version of him I’d always thought I’d known was dying in front of me.

“But you helped them. Pete and Jay, and whoever stabbed Kasem, they were only able to do it with your help, right? Because you told Kasem you’d be in the meeting spot that night.”

“I told Kasem what they were planning. I told him everything. But he was arrogant. He always was. Why do you think Pete and Jay got expelled? How do you think the police found them so quickly? I was there searching for Kasem when he wasn’t answering his phone and Honey couldn’t reach him. And when Pete and Jay found me after the attack, when I was putting his beads of protection in the glove box of my car for safekeeping, it was so I could return them to Kasem. They thought I wanted the inheritance enough to betray him. But I’ve never loved anything besides my family. Not my inheritance, not our family heirlooms. Not even myself. Nothing and no one meant as much to me besides him and our parents. Not until you, Sianna.”

My breath caught in my throat.

Jojo held out his hand, a question in his eyes. It was the most vulnerable I’d seen him in the years since we’d known each other.

“Are you sure?” I asked, nervous.

He nodded and I pulled off the gloves. Tentatively, he laced his fingers through mine, and for the first time since we’d met, Jojo let me see into his past.

I couldn’t see everything—my powers weren’t strong enough for it. But the fragments I saw jumped from when he’d arrived in the ward just moments ago, all the way to that night in the alley. It was just as I’d seen before, except now I could glimpse further, to earlier that night when he’d left the mall with Kasem’s bodyguard, to when he’d called Kasem to warn him.

“So now you answer,” Kasem said. “I’ve been trying to call you for weeks. Did you get my letters?”

“I’m not changing my mind, Kasem. I’m taking the job at Westfield. I think the odds of us figuring out how to break the curse are better if we’re both on campus. Besides, Alaster trusts me. I can get closer to the Board this way.”

“I’m not a child anymore. I can take care of myself.”

“Can you? Is that why your so-called friends got in touch with me about finding a way to separate you from the beads of protection?”

On the other side of the line, Kasem was silent for a beat.

“Pete and Jay are marked by the curse. I know that already.”

“And you know they’re planning on killing you.”

Kasem laughed. “Like everyone else. But it’s not like they can help it. The curse’s power is all-encompassing. Even with the disinheritance ritual—”

“A ritual I wouldn’t have done if I’d had a choice in the matter,” Jojo said, interrupting.

“Well, you already made your choice, didn’t you? You’ve been gone these last five years. You got out. So why come back? Why take the job? Why accept the Board’s offer?” On the other side of the line, Kasem’s voice hardened. “Just don’t come back, brother. I can handle the curse. And I already have a medium in mind for it—”

“Don’t involve others in this. Let alone Sianna. Don’t you dare.”

The vision jumped in time, to a hazy view of Pete and Jay cornering Jojo at his car, demanding he help them remove the marks that the curse had wrought on them. All of it played in my mind until I yanked myself out of the vision and my view of the present returned.

“You see now,” Jojo said.

Guilt tore at me.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “You were right. It was all Pete and Jay.”

But there had been a third figure, the one who had stabbed Kasem. And then there was the other fact, that I’d seen Pete’s and Jay’s futures and their untimely deaths. One, drowning. The other, burned alive.

“Do you understand why I didn’t want you to come to Westfield?” Jojo said. “Not only is it dangerous, but so is Kasem. He’s reckless, careless with his own life, and he’ll be careless with yours.”

“He’s not who you think he is,” I found myself saying. “Kasem is…” My heart stirred at the thought of him. “I would have come to Westfield anyway. But now that we’re all in this, you both don’t have to do this on your own.”

Jojo stood, not meeting my gaze.

“Kasem and I will never see eye to eye on this,” he said. “But he was right about one thing. We Saint Jameses, we’re not to be trusted. You’ve learned that about me. And you’ll learn eventually that Kasem’s no different. That’s why I renounced my claim to the inheritance a long time ago. And now, the curse is his to bear.”

Jojo stood at the curtain, his back facing me. “Just ask yourself this, Sianna—and you’re too smart not to know the answer—but… why you? Even with me out of the picture, Theta and Sigma are here. And so are Vivian and Angelica. So why would he go to you to help him break the curse? Why you, if not to punish me?”

“Arrogance doesn’t suit you, Jojo.”

“Neither does ignorance,” he said. “But you wear it well, Sianna. It’s why neither my brother nor I can bear to lift that veil from you.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

What’s past and what’s to come

“WERE YOU LISTENING TO ALL that?”

Angelica sat at my bedside, using a golden spoon to stir a cup of tea she’d made while Kasem and Jojo had visited.

“I’ve never had two men in love with me before,” she mused, answering my question even as she ignored it. “Not at the same time, at least, and not two brothers.”

“They’re not in love with me.” I don’t know if the denial was for her or for myself. But Kasem and Jojo already hated each other. I didn’t want to cause any more animosity between the two Saint James brothers, especially when a part of me was at war with the feelings both men stirred within me.

But Jojo’s words made me doubt Kasem. It was like, with every inch I gained with one of them, I lost ground with the other.

“But are you in love with them?” Angelica pressed.

I couldn’t meet her gaze. So instead, I changed the subject.

“What did Jojo mean when he said Kasem could have asked you and Vivian for help breaking the curse?”

“Jojo seems to think our society, the Ԑnhye, exists to help the Saint James family with their problems. But his younger brother is aware that our sisterhood’s oath binds us to one another, not to them.”

She handed me the cup, then poured another for herself and began to drink.

“Have you ever wondered if your migraines were a symptom of your abilities, or a manifestation of them?” she said, as if that simple question answered everything. “For example, when we exercise, our muscles throb. When we stretch, our joints strain. But being in deep thought doesn’t normally manifest into a migraine. Migraines are battle cries in the nerves that something is not quite as it should be. Why do you think this is?”

“You’re the doctor, not me,” I answered.

She was sipping from her cup, and the golden spoon rested in my tea. But with each sip Angelica took, the spoon in my cup seemed to tremble. Slowly, slowly, she stirred her own cup and alongside it, as if tethered to Angelica by rope, the spoon in my tea began to stir by itself.

Like a conductor, she flicked her wrist and the cup levitated from its spot on the table and raced toward me.

Startled by the display of what could only be magic, I ducked. And instead of landing in my hands like Angelica had intended it to, the cup smashed into the wall.

“You goose! That was my favorite one,” Angelica snapped. Again she flicked her wrists, and the shattered pieces rose from the ground. She gestured to the trash and the broken fragments descended into the garbage. What remained was a pool of ginger and root tea.

“I am a member of the sisterhood,” Angelica said, speaking in my search for words. “But my powers are my own. We are ‘hye wo nhye’: That which does not burn cannot be burned,” she translated. “Just as Theta’s and Sigma’s abilities allow them to peel back the layers of the veil between the living and the dead with their magic, we of the Ԑnhye have our own affinities. You don’t have to rush Theta to learn how to break your connection to Kasem’s lifeline.”

“That’s not the only reason I’m doing it,” I said.

Angelica shook her head, disappointed.

“Foolish. But not surprising. So many want to be accepted by their lot. And so, they come to learn what that true price is.”

There were unending pieces to this paradox that was the curse, and even more secrets hidden within Westfield or lost between its fractured groups.

“It’s not just rushing Theta,” I said. “I want to join Ԑnhye. I’m not saying I think I could be a bridge between your groups. But Yara founded Ԑnhye after she left Theta. If we piece together everything we all know, then maybe we can break the curse.”

“You act as if no one has tried before. There have been many before you who’ve held this same belief. And yet the curse has its hold on Westfield.”

“Well, what have you learned from them? What have they tried before? Maybe we can make headway.” I looked at my hands and the burn marks visible beneath the lace gloves. “Maybe if we do, Kasem and I won’t be trapped like this.”

Angelica sighed, her gaze softening as she watched me. “Has Kasem told you that after the stabbing he was in a coma?”

I nodded. “I saw the setup in the estate. You took care of him.”

“I did,” Angelica said. “At night, on the rare moments when he manages to get rest, he suffers from what you would call sleep paralysis. But his suffering is beyond his body. It’s rooted in his soul.” I recalled the silver flask he always had with him, how he switched between filling it with alcohol and water.

“Do you really think he believes he’ll survive the curse? Be honest, Sianna. Do you?”

I tried to stand, wincing against the pain rippling through my whole body.

“He asked me to help him break the curse. That should be proof enough he wants to live.”

“Swimming against the current doesn’t mean you’ll make it to shore.”

“But it means you believe it’s worth trying.”

Angelica sighed. “You are stubbornly optimistic about that boy. But I understand why. He’s beloved by all of us. Despite his reckless ways.”

She waved a hand and candles flew out from a drawer. With her other hand, she lit a match, igniting the flames and flicking her wrists to turn the light off in the room.

“I would share more, but as you know, we are bound by our oaths.” She took a sip of her tea and then held the cup out to me. “You would need to make a promise of secrecy to the sisterhood to even hear of what I speak.”

My gaze trailed to the teacup. Since I’d come to Westfield, she’d brought up this tea constantly. Now the reason was clear.

“If I drink this,” I said, “would I be a part of the sisterhood?”

“You would be taking the first step toward becoming one of us,” she said. “It’s not a shot like what Theta consecrates with, but we all have our ritual of choice.”

I swallowed, glancing between Angelica and the tea. This was what I’d come here for, to get answers, to find out how to control my powers again. And this would be the next step to getting closer to breaking my bond with Kasem and his curse.

My hands trembled despite myself, and when I drank from the tea, the bitter taste of roots and herbs, ginger and turmeric, burned at the back of my throat. My lips tingled, and the incantation of secrecy coalesced through my nerves.

“You kept it down,” Angelica observed. “Very good. Not all do. And those who cannot are unable to become one of us.”

She took the empty cup back and began.

“I’ve been consulting with spirits within the sisterhood ever since the stabbing and after we brought Kasem back to the estate for treatment. When he was in a coma, they told me stories of how they’d caught sightings of a young man wandering campus while his body remained tethered to an IV. I had hoped that if Kasem woke from the coma, that his spirit would return to his body, as all living people’s souls do until death comes for them. When you arrived on campus, when Kasem finally woke from his sleep, it seemed possible. But the reality is this: The two of you are a moth and a flame, drawn to each other, and yet fated to perish.”

Angelica turned to me, a shadow cast over her, her eyes burning.

“Kasem died that day in the alley, Sianna. Your powers brought him back.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

For a muse of fire

ANGELICA HAD MADE A MISTAKE. She must have. Because I’d been there. I’d watched Kasem draw breath in the alleyway. I’d watched him wake.

Kasem survived the stabbing. He hadn’t died that night. He couldn’t have.

But then I remembered how cold his body had felt, how, as I’d brought my lips to his, I’d felt my powers manifest in a way they never had before.

“What do you know about wraiths?”

We’d taken the conversation to a small courtyard adjacent to Angelica’s office near the medical center. Among the roots foliage grew, and potted plants hung from light fixtures. Angelica’s personal herb garden had everything from thyme and ginger to peppermint and chamomile.

Vivian had joined us at some point during the discussion. She floated beside a circle of candles that Angelica levitated with ease.

“Well?” Angelica asked, impatient.

“Cecilia mentioned them,” I said. My answer felt robotic. I was talking to Angelica and Vivian, but my mind was back to that night in the alleyway. “Kasem and I were supposed to research them. We asked Jojo and even he wasn’t sure.”

“A wraith is a spirit, similar to a ghost but different entirely,” Angelica said. “It is an entity trapped in a vessel, a twisted corporeal thing that has no sense of self. A consciousness unbound from a soul.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think I understand.”

“Think of a ghost as a spirit separated from flesh,” Vivian explained. “If a person or animal or thing dies, most of the time, they pass on to the afterlife—the other plane. Ghosts, though, are spirits that haven’t crossed that plane and exist in the realm between the living and the dead. But a ghost who is bound to their rage or sadness, who still clings to the realm of the living, can become a wraith. An entity trapped between the realms of the living, slowly losing its connection to its soul. Ghosts can move objects within the realm of the living; we can be seen and disappear. But it takes most of a ghost’s energy just to, let’s say, lift an item or make the lights flicker. Without that deep emotion, we have no physical manifestation, no ability to rupture the veil between the living and the dead, or cause a physical disturbance.”

“But at Theta you were able to possess Sarah and save her,” I challenged. “You use your powers all the time. Why aren’t you a wraith?”

“Because Vivian has the sisterhood. She has a connection to her soul, to her family, to her ancestors,” Angelica answered. “It’s why she spends much of her time reliving her life, pretending to be a student at Westfield. It’s so she won’t start hating the living or covet what they have. And though use of her powers makes her more susceptible to becoming a wraith, her positive connections ground her and incline her to protect humans rather than harm them. Which is why Cecilia warned her that she was in danger of crossing that precarious line by inhabiting Sarah’s body.”

“A wraith is connected to a relic that keeps them tethered to the mortal realm,” Vivian said. “Danny had become a wraith, which is why Theta did the summoning—so they could banish him. It’s not the way our sisterhood does things, but it does the job all the same.”

“And his relic,” I said. “It was the journal.”

Angelica nodded. “It’s usually an object—always an object, as far as I’ve seen it. But in Kasem’s case, we suspect his relic is his body.”

My heart raced like fire.

“Your affinity is of time,” Angelica said. “I’ve seen such powers among our members before, though few possess it. If you were able to channel your powers in the alley that night, then it’s possible that you instinctually rewound time for a moment, enough to save his soul and preserve the countenance of his physical body. Kasem is alive, yes. But his spirit walks among us as a wraith unmoored yet by true death. That means his mortal flesh is even more vulnerable to the curse. And, should his spirit begin to lose its last threads of humanity, as all wraiths inevitably do, Kasem is at risk of facing banishment by Theta and Sigma.”

I couldn’t breathe. Every inch of me was unraveling, dying slowly even as the incredulous reality of what I’d learned sank in.

“How is this possible?” I said, looking down at my hands, as if the answers were woven in the burnt flesh of my fingertips. “My mother had powers, visions, and I’d known I would get them too, one day. But to rewind time—to bring someone back from the dead…”

Angelica looked away.

“He’s lucky you were there that night,” she said. “He would be gone otherwise, and the inheritance would be Alaster’s.”

Her words pierced through the awe and fear and disbelief washing over me at the revelation of my powers and what they truly were.

“So then how do we stop that from happening? How do we bind his soul back to his body?”

Angelica nodded at Vivian, who took my hand, leading me to the back of the garden, where one particular sprout was withered and gray.

Vivian touched a finger to the withered root. I waited, but she just stared off into the distance, unmoving, unblinking. I recognized then what she was doing. It was the same thing I did when I had visions, except I usually closed my eyes to hide what was happening. But she was using her powers with her eyes wide open. She was channeling without performing for others around her. She was letting her abilities manifest as they were.

It took a moment for it to sink in. Slowly, second by second, the plant she’d been touching began to wilt more, aging forward in time. And then, just like that, it aged backward, unblooming, and regressing into a small bud in the earth.

It was incredible. Impossible. And yet, I’d just witnessed it.

“Every person who walks this earth has an affinity, but not all are able to manifest it. Few actually do. It often takes the circumstances of life and death to awaken one’s affinity. Or others—like Theta, Sigma, and we of Ԑnhye—train to channel our affinities by calling upon the realm of the living or the realm of the dead.”

Vivian raised her hand, her ghostly form illuminating brightly. At the presence of the light radiating through her, a moth hovered over her outstretched fingers. Its wings were dark, the patterns a kaleidoscope of shapes. It sat on her palm, measuring her, wings fluttering wildly, diluting her ghostly form into a transparent vestige.

“Theta and Sigma train initiates who have affinities linked to the realm of the dead. Whereas we of the sisterhood and our brothers of the Ԑnhye choose our members from those with affinities channeled from the realm of the living. Our familiars are creatures attuned to the realms of the living and the dead, creatures who can traverse through them at will. The most powerful affinity wielders among Sigma bear the vulture mask, while within the brotherhood of the Ԑnhye, founded by Kent, they once bore the mask of a marabou stork—though they have long since been defunct with Sigma growing in numbers.”

She gestured to the lace gloves I wore. “And of course,” she continued, “our sisterhood and Theta deem the moth our familiar, and our most powerful affinity wielders bear no hierarchy.”

Near the plants, there was a tray of utensils. A small blade for sutures was placed between a collection of rods and small spoons and forks. Angelica brought one of the blades to her finger and pricked the very tip. It was a small wound, but the burst of red sent my heart racing.

“My affinity for telekinesis channels natural manifestations within our living realm: wind and air. It allowed me to lift the teacup or stir the spoon without touch. Affinities such as speed, or sound, or pyro, are common. But an affinity for time, such as yours and Vivian’s? That is rare. It channels from both the realm of the living and the dead, from life and death.”

I reined in my questions, just as Vivian touched Angelica’s hand and the wound began to heal forward in time; first the red of a bruise, then the gray of healing flesh, until finally, it became little more than a small dot, as if weeks and months had passed.

“And while I do not possess an affinity for time,” Angelica said, “affinity wielders well-trained by their cohort learn to draw from the affinities of members within their society and invoke commands, be it in one’s mind or through their voice. We call these commands an ‘incantation.’ You may refer to it as magic. Summonings and banishments are incantations of the realm of the dead. While hexes, glamours, and spellwork are incantations of the realm of the living.

“Rewind,” Angelica said. As she spoke, she flicked her finger, channeling her affinity.

Her incantation didn’t work as quickly as when Vivian had channeled her affinity for time, nor were the results as strong. Yet slowly, the wound reopened, not as visible as before, but a slight tear in her skin echoing the moment when her flesh had been pierced.

“This is what you’re capable of. That is what you have done and can do again if you further your control over your powers. To heal, to stop time, to rewind it and resuscitate what is lost. And just as your affinity for time is one of the rare forms of channeling that taps into both life and death, so too are rituals,” Angelica said.

“Rituals like Theta’s banishments separate a spirit from its hold on the realm of the living. But there is also a difficult, yet powerful, ritual that lets the affinity wielder bind a spirit to a relic, reverting a wraith. If you perform a binding ritual on Kasem, his soul and body will be one. But his soul can only be bound back to his body on the day of his birth, once midnight strikes and the curse is broken. Should the ritual fail two weeks and one month from now, even if he survives his fated death, Kasem will be trapped as a wraith forever. Eventually, his body will die on its own without a soul inhabiting it.”

Her words were chilling, devouring my hopes.

“Then how do we bind his soul to its relic?” I asked. “How do we do the ritual?”

Angelica took my wrist, holding it up so the cowrie shell bracelet dangled in front of us.

“The bracelet will be the bind. A wraith is most vulnerable on the day they died. But they are also at their most powerful on the day their body and living soul was born. For Kasem, fated to die on the day he was born, those days are one. And so, at midnight, right as the curse is set to break, we must perform the ritual of revenant for his body and soul to be reunited. The incantation for the ritual will require the essence of his kinship—it can be the hair, nails, or any part of his kin, as long as their lineage is tied to Kasem and to the curse.”

Jojo, I realized. We’d need a part of him to do this.

“And you think I’m supposed to help?” I spun to face her. “I can’t even control my powers. I can’t even keep my visions from happening.”

“You will have us alongside you. I will do the ritual,” Angelica said. “And Vivian will help me with her time magic. Though your affinity is strong, it would be a risk and an impossible job for you alone. And in the meantime, should you choose to study with us, we will help you train your powers and control them.

“You’ve been warned by Jojo, by Kasem himself, to stay away, and now, I will warn you again. It will take immense power to save Kasem from his fate. Even if you keep him alive until his twenty-first birthday, you risk putting yourself in harm’s way. And honing your affinities is difficult work. We cannot guarantee your success, or even your safety. If you choose to continue this path, then you must make a choice. How much of yourself will you give to him?”

I didn’t have an answer for that. And that scared me. How, in these months, had Kasem become more to me than the stranger he had been at Gus’s shop? And if my powers weren’t at stake, would I be here, trying to break the curse, trying to bind him to his body?

“If you want my advice,” Vivian said, joining me as I made my way out of the courtyard, “I would suggest you don’t let your emotions make this choice for you. I made that mistake before. As much as you may care for him, feelings aren’t always as strong as destiny. Just ask those poets and playwrights he reads. Sometimes love isn’t meant to last. Sometimes, all that’s left is tragedy.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Myself I’ll forfeit

RUSH WITH THETA WAS IN less than a week, on the thirty-first of October. But I didn’t tell Kasem what I’d learned from Angelica and Vivian. As much as we spent our days researching his family and possible threads of the curse, a part of me was afraid of what he’d do if he learned that he’d died that night in the alleyway.

Angelica hadn’t done so herself, and I couldn’t bring myself to when I had the chance. It wouldn’t change the circumstances we were in, and with my oath to Ԑnhye, I now had a plan—with the help of Angelica and Vivian, we’d perform the ritual on Kasem to bind his body to his soul. The only way to break the curse and save Kasem was to ensure he survived another month and a half. And in the meantime, I’d train my affinity and prepare for the big day. All that was left was to stay the course.

So I smiled at Kasem and pretended nothing was wrong.

He’d caught me staring at him once. He ran his hand along the length of my ear, tucking a loose strand of my baby curls away. His cool touch and the familiarity that had bloomed between us often made it hard for me to breathe.

My guilt was all consuming. I wanted to tell him the truth. But another part of me wanted to keep lying to him and pretend that everything was all right, and that his literal soul wasn’t on the line. I craved our moments together and kept making excuses to see him in the spirit of researching how to break the curse. And what’s worse, I wanted him to kiss me. I wanted to push past my fear of him pulling away, of him accusing me of playing him against Jojo. I wanted him to know how I truly felt, deep in my bones. But I never did. And every goodbye, every parting between us, was a reminder that his numbered days were fleeting.

With each passing one, a part of me died too.

On campus, the first signs of the changing season were cloaked in shadows and cold fronts. Fall was coming to an end, and treacherous winter made its presence known. It eased in at every turn, from the shift in temperature to the lingering bite of cold come morning, from the withering leaves drained of their golden orange and yellowy hues to the shorter days and long nights. There was a somberness to campus. Anticipation for the end of the semester was caught between a sense of foreboding and tentative optimism for better days as finals approached.

Come December, the curse could take him from me.

I debated talking to Jojo about everything. He was of the kinship Vivian and Angelica needed for the binding ritual. But I couldn’t bring myself to. Kasem might pretend he didn’t want his brother in his life, but I knew he did. And if Jojo found out about him being a wraith and refused to help save him, it would mean the end of their relationship. Forever.

So instead, I dialed Aunt Louisa’s number.

She didn’t answer on the first ring. Louisa believed that anyone calling once was a bad omen coming. Twice was fine to answer. Three calls one after another was a loan shark. On the second ring, she picked up.

“It’s me.”

“Of course. Sianna, dear. How’s that school of yours?”

“It’s fine.”

“Do you want to come to my new place for a weekend? I can pick you up.”

I took a seat near the window in my dorm, glancing down at the view of my Poppy housemates heading to campus. Most of them were clad in sweaters or buried in scarves as they hiked their bags over their shoulders and prepared for the tedious trek through the woods and to class.

“It’s all right. I’m staying over the holiday break. But I have a question,” I said. “I’m doing some research about some accidents that have happened on Westfield’s campus over the decades. I don’t know if you’d know anything, but I thought I’d ask.”

Louisa hummed.

“The only thing that comes to my mind is the fire. During your audition.”

I froze. It had never occurred to me that the fire could be considered one of the string of curse-related accidents that had happened at Westfield. But the performance had been on campus that day, in one of the old buildings that had since been abandoned.

“You weren’t there that day,” I prodded. “Were you?”

“No, no. But your mother and father—well, it was the last time they were here with us. I suppose you don’t remember much of that day, do you?”

“No,” I said. “A lot of that period in my life is pretty blank.”

I wrapped my arms around myself, feeling a chill despite the fact that the heat in my unit was cranked up high.

“I know a good soothsayer who can help you recall your younger self. Of course, that is, if your powers can’t already do that.”

I sighed. “Please stay on topic.”

“Fine, fine.” Louisa pouted. “You were fourteen, and you got yourself a ride on a fan boat to audition at one of the top schools in the country. I always did wonder, though, if you were ready for that place. After what your mother went through there.”

I brought my phone closer to my ear, unsure if I’d completely understood her.

“Mom went to Westfield? As in my mom?”

“She did,” Louisa said. Guilt bled into her voice. “But she asked that I not speak of it. Made me drink some tea and promise and everything. Promises like that can’t just be broken, you know. Trust me, I’ve tried to encourage you as much as I could, despite that. She said, when the time came, I’d be able to share this part of her with you. I guess now that I’m not tongue-tied when I attempt to mention it, the time is now.”

Louisa hmmed in thought. “Westfield is where your mother learned how to manage her visions. She was part of a sisterhood there—I don’t think they exist anymore, but there were a few members practicing on the low. I always thought you’d be able to succeed there and maybe, like her, learn to control your abilities.”

The information was a whirlwind, and even as I pieced it together, more questions emerged.

“Did you know someone named Angelica Aiken?”

“Hmm, I’m not sure. The name’s a little familiar.”

“What about a student named Vivian?”

“Yes, of course. Vivian this, Vivian that. A friend of your mother’s. Though, if I remember correctly, she didn’t graduate from Westfield. Did she?”

“And neither did Mom.”

“No, dear. Your mother dropped out. Her sisterhood was her lifeline there, but that place terrified her.”

Angelica had spoken of my powers as if Vivian had been the only person she’d come across who also had an affinity for time. But my mother could see into the future. She too had what the sisterhood would call a gift. And she had been one of them, even if only for a brief period.

“Then why did you encourage me to attend? If Mom hated it, why would you want me to come here?”

“Well, dear, it’s one of the best schools in the country.”

I waited for the rest of Louisa’s answer.

It never came. Because that’s all there was to Westfield. It’s what I’d cared about when I’d been obsessed with it in my youth. The status of getting accepted to Westfield, of being accepted by an institution that had historically determined access to the biggest and best opportunities and networks in the world. And now here I was, bound to Westfield too.







CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

The stars are fire

BEFORE MY FIRST OFFICIAL TRAINING to become one of the Ԑnhye, I was ambushed by Angelica and Vivian while leaving Poppy House for breakfast. With an egg sandwich and cup of tea they handed me, I followed them on campus to Angelica’s office. In her small garden in the back, we sat on wooden ottomans that had been hand-carved. Once again, the insignia of the Ԑnhye was repeated on the bottom of each seat.

“You spoke to your aunt, I presume,” Angelica said.

“Why didn’t you tell me my mother was part of the sisterhood? And the fire here, on the day of my audition—is that connected to the curse? If the curse caused the fire, then this entire time, my life has been affected too.”

“We are all but threads in each other’s tapestries,” Angelica said. “One knot can cause a tear through the fabric that binds us. We will answer any questions you have about the sisterhood or your mother. Now that you’ve taken the first vow of the Ԑnhye, your path to the sisterhood begins.”

I thought of my mother, who had been Ԑnhye before, and Vivian, who, even in death, belonged to the sisterhood.

“I’m ready,” I said. “I pledge myself to the Ԑnhye.”

I drank the concoction they’d brought me, this one a black tea mixed with peppermint and something willowy and bitter that I couldn’t quite place.

Angelica and Vivan nodded.

“This incantation, once spoken aloud, cannot be undone,” Vivian said. She held out her hand. Angelica took it, and they both extended hands to me.

Static sparked in the air, and the manifestations of their affinities filled the small enclosure. I repeated the pledge once again, my powers brimming in the back of my mind as if a magnet had pulled them to the surface. “I pledge myself to the Ԑnhye.”

When Angelica and Vivian let go, the air was lighter, like the sky was clearer than it had been earlier.

“You have made your pledge, and now we shall begin your bid. But first, you must understand us and where we come from.” Angelica calmly stood while Vivian explained the tenets of Ԑnhye.

For centuries, ever since Yara and her kin founded their society, the Ԑnhye had been developing their powers as guardians of the realm between the living and the dead. Their cowrie shell bracelets and jewelry were imbued with protection. And Westfield, at one point, had been their bastion as they carved out a place for themselves while under the protection of Kent Saint James.

But on the heels of Kent’s death, the safeguards they’d once been promised disintegrated—the evil they’d believed to have defeated at the end of the Civil War took new forms during the dawn of Reconstruction. As the decades passed, Ԑnhye became an ember of resistance, passing down their teachings, adapting their powers, and guiding one another as the tear between realms deepened. They adapted and stayed rooted in their ancestral connection, even as the times changed.

As a ghost, Vivian was one of their oldest members who hadn’t passed on peacefully to the realm after life. However, Vivian suspected there were others who predated her who were tethered to this world, hiding their presence completely.

“Our motto is hye wo nhye,” Vivian said. “That which does not burn cannot be burned. Though Angelica and I remain the only members of our sisterhood here at Westfield, at least on this side of the realms, the others are here with us, not visible to the eye, unless they choose to take the form of a moth to remind us of the connection they once had to the realm of the living.”

In an empty patch of dirt in her garden, she drew a symbol that looked like a peach pit. It had an oval center and two mirroring inverted forms, almost akin to the number three but drawn backward, or the wings of a moth.

Adinkra, just like the patterns in my mother’s dress and Angelica’s necklace.

“Adinkra is iconography, an alphabet of characters or symbols. Of course, my knowledge of it is limited. My great-great-grandparents may have known it when they were kidnapped, enslaved, and brought to this country. But your mother’s side of the family, those whose roots remained in the motherland, may know it still. The sisterhood and brotherhood of Ԑnhye is the fabric that binds us through the roots of history and time. Ours is a tribe that spans beyond Westfield’s gates and beyond history. Across the country, across the Black diaspora.”

It was strange to hear Vivian talk like this, like she was some ancient soul, when I’d known her as a bubbly, youthful woman whose biggest concern was keeping her head in a book and passing classes. But the warmth with which she spoke, the richness of the history woven in the imagery, carried a familiarity that reminded me of my family’s own origins, from the African proverbs my mother had shared with my father to the imagery and symbols of the Akan language I’d grown up with. That history had been sewn into the fabric of my family’s roots, through my mother’s side who immigrated all those years ago and my father’s ancestors who had been stolen from Africa’s shores long ago.

My mother’s side of the family had kept that fire kindling through long phone calls with family back home, while my father’s side cultivated remnants of that culture in their own Black heritage. And then there were the rare trips to the continent, to my mother’s West African home, that I’d been too small to remember.

Vivian, Angelica, and I—and those within Ԑnhye and across the Black diaspora—all had a shared connection to Africa and our ancestors, and that fabric was stronger than steel or iron, and richer than gold. This was transcendent, a passing of one’s story to another.

“Language has power,” Vivian continued. “And losing one’s language can rob a soul of their voice. I’ve been dead for decades, and though I study and practice, I cannot teach myself what I don’t know. So while we do not speak the tongue of our ancestors, we carry this phrase close to our hearts and commit to the study of it—to the making of our own stories and dialect.”

Behind me, Angelica spoke in her own Jamaican patois, different from the way Vivian spoke, or the Akan I’d known from my mother, yet somehow, each was woven together by a shared bond.

“My abilities are drawn from my connection to space,” Angelica said, joining us now. “I feel the air around me, the weight of every object and person and thing that takes up that space. I also feel the weight of the negative energy, what was lost, uprooted.”

She raised her hand, and the planted thyme rose from the earth as if carried by a gentle, concentrated force. “I also have migraines, but that is from using that invisible muscle. The teas and medicines I make calm the nerves and rejuvenate them so I can draw on them without wounding my mortal body.”

“My powers were never linked to telekinesis, which is why I’m so awful at it,” Vivian said. “But as a ghost, I now have access to that connection with space, because I exist between the realms of the living and the dead.”

“Usually, skin to skin is the easiest conduit.” She gestured to my hand, to the lace gloves I wore, the ones Kasem had given me. “But you know that. For years now, your abilities were in their earliest manifestation. And what you’re experiencing now, the headaches, the nosebleeds? They are signs that your abilities are growing. So, today, and every day until Kasem’s fated death day, on the seventh of December, we will practice honing them so you will be prepared to break the bond between your powers and his lifeline.”

Angelica brought two flowers to me, one wilted, one bloomed. I cupped one in each of my palms, the lace from my gloves helping me focus on the present even as the past churned within me.

“Now, try doing what Vivi did last time you were here.”

I closed my eyes.

“You don’t have to close them—” Vivian said.

“I know. It’s a habit. Just let me focus.”

Again, I closed my eyes, focusing on my affinity and its currents that were linked to my mind. Ripples of energy coursed through my head. But I couldn’t shift my concentration to the flower in front of me, and nausea began to roil my stomach. When I opened my eyes, I’d only faintly browned the once-blooming rose and only a light glint of color was visible in the one that had wilted.

“If you don’t train your powers, it won’t matter whether or not the curse is broken,” Angelica said. “You will be broken. Vivian and I went to school with your mother. She was never dedicated to the craft. And you saw how she became with the visions, how she lost touch with reality, with her present. How she became trapped in her own mind. You must learn to control your affinity or your powers will consume you. For even if you break the bond between you and Kasem, you’ll still be lost.”







CHAPTER FORTY

What we may be

IN THE DAYS LEADING UP to rush, I spent most of my time with Vivian and Angelica, honing my powers. But even with the different tasks they gave me, from trying to make a flower wilt and bloom to simpler things like using my affinity of time to rewind tea so it was warm again, I struggled to control my abilities. All of my efforts so far had resulted in browning buds, lukewarm tea, and migraines that pulsed against the back of my mind.

“I don’t think you’re ready,” Vivian said.

It was a Saturday, nearing midnight. The end of October had come and Kasem’s birthday was just over a month out. For the first time since I’d entered Westfield, its hallways were silent. Vivian and I traversed a remote corridor of the music building. Even though the School of Fine Art had practice rooms open 24/7 with key card access, most of the rooms were empty as people gathered at their dorms for Halloween ragers. My footsteps echoed softly against the stone floors, hers traceless as she glided forward.

Moonlight spilled from the windows, the silence curdling like something spoiled and raw.

Rush would have already started by now. Luke was probably gathered with the other initiates who’d received Sigma’s and Theta’s special invitations, while everyone without an invitation who’d wanted to pledge would be able to rush the following night.

Eventually, we reached a door with a red EXIT sign blinking above it. It was always odd to see such modern displays at Westfield, but I supposed even haunted campuses from the 1800s had to comply with modern fire regulations.

In my pocket, my phone buzzed. I ignored the sound of it.

A burst of cold autumn air bristled against the building’s heat as I pushed past two double doors. Vivian disappeared into the walls.

When I finally looked at my phone, a message appeared on the screen. Someone had shared their location with me. I clicked the map link and it showed an area a few miles away from Westfield. In the distance, figures emerged from one of the buildings on campus. They were clad in silver and glistened like stardust in the night.

Whispers drew closer and closer. Behind me, a cool hand grabbed my shoulder. I screamed but the sound was muffled as another hand covered my mouth.

“Chill! Do you want us to get caught?”

It was Luke. Luke was one of the figures dressed in silver, though he’d emerged from the other side of the building.

“He was following us,” Vivian said sharply.

“I thought I saw you levi—”

“Trick of your eye,” Vivian said to Luke, her voice dry. She shot me a look. “You sure they’ll let you rush dressed like that?”

“We’re supposed to be in silver and gold,” Luke explained. “Silver for Sigma and gold for Theta.”

“I didn’t realize there was a uniform,” I said, smiling at Vivian through clenched teeth.

“Relax. I brought you a change of clothes,” Vivian said. She pulled out my mother’s Ankara set from a book bag Luke had brought with him. “You should change or you’ll miss the first initiation challenge.”

At my hesitation, Luke took the set from Vivian and handed it to me.

Our fingers brushed for only a moment. Despite my frustrations with controlling my powers, it was easier to keep my channeling at bay, a testament of the days spent training with Angelica and Vivian. Now I wasn’t immediately yanked into the past.

“Everyone’s leaving,” Vivian said.

“All right, all right.” There was a bush close to one of the buildings. I squatted behind it, slipped on the two-piece set, and folded my shirt and skirt before tucking them beneath some leaves where Luke had tossed his own bag. Hopefully no one would find them later.

“Where exactly are we meeting?” I asked, following Luke as he and Vivian walked briskly away from campus. But neither of them answered.

When a security guard emerged from one of the buildings, we ducked behind whatever was close to us—the shrubbery alongside the perimeter of the buildings. Finally, we arrived at the beaten path that led to Poppy House. But instead of following the trail to the dorm, we ventured off the path, away from campus life entirely.

When I pulled out my phone, my service bars were low. But my GPS was somehow active. We were heading toward the blue dot that I’d been sent on the map earlier, into the depths of the swamplands.







CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Here I and sorrows sit

UNDER THE COVER OF TREES, the dark night was all-encompassing. For what felt like hours, we trekked through muddy underpasses and thickets of bushes, our footsteps silenced by the sound of crickets and the soft cries of the insects and creatures that inhabited the swamp. More than once, I caught a glimpse of yellow eyes staring back at me from hooded trees, entreating us to turn back, return to where we’d come from while we could.

Against the moonlight, the Ankara dress I wore was a milky constellation of golden embers. I had to hike my skirt up to my knees to keep the dirt and mud from consuming every inch of it, even as my sneakers took the brunt of the swamp’s hold.

Finally, we arrived at a clearing where a campfire sparked to life and a gathering surrounded it. There was a small shack not far from the spot. It was obscured by more foliage and wasn’t far from where the fan boat had docked when we’d arrived at Westfield for the semester.

The Sigma and Theta members were clad almost entirely in black. The Sigmas wore long-sleeved feathered dress shirts and riding boots with silver riding gloves and their house blazers, most of which were Rose or Ivy. Bird masks obscured their faces. Most were crow-like, but three of the Sigmas, the leaders, wore vulture masks, which were lined with shimmering metallic paint.

On the Theta side, most of the members wore long black dresses with knee-high riding boots. Their faces were hidden behind the intricate tulle black mourning veils I’d seen Cecilia wear during the summoning. But the embroidery work in their veils was beaded with gold, making the moth pattern glitter like stardust.

When it seemed that all initiates had arrived, Sigma and Theta separated us into their two groups; those in silver on the Sigma side of the campfire, those in gold on the Theta side. Along the perimeter of the campfire, half-empty glass bottles and red Solo cups were scattered. In their last few moments, some of the members downed the rest of their drinks.

Luke gave me a nervous look as he was pulled to the Sigma side. I turned to Vivian, but she was gone.

“Initiates.”

The figure in the vulture mask gestured to the leader of Theta so the two camps could begin the activities in tandem. “We gather here today, at the brink of midnight, to reignite the flames of tradition and weed out those unworthy of our bids.”

Behind the veiled Theta, the sorority members hummed in unison. The louder they hummed, the more her voice boomed in the night. On the other side of the bristling campfire, the leader of Sigma was giving a speech too, and the masked crow members were chanting and drumming their chests in wild abandon. The crescendo of their voices clashed against one another, and in the smoke seething and writhing into the night, figures loomed in the dark, joining the chanting and humming, urging it on.

Pain cut through my forehead, and I stumbled backward, dizzy and nauseous.

The heads of Sigma and Theta spoke in unison.

“Alumni, take your positions. Brothers and Sisters, our forebears call upon you. They beseech you to seek kin of kin to welcome into our society, our dear, great Westfield. And for trespassers who venture where they are not wanted, may you sniff them out by the tithe of the blood debt and spare them a bid. Lest a scourge befalls their kinship ever more.”

The members whooped and hollered, and a chilling wind swept through the encampment.

“Run, run, run,” the members chanted. “Past the swampy waters, through the fog. Run, run, run, leave no trail. Leave no blood. Sine qua non.”

Warmth rippled against my wrist, and beneath the cowrie shell bracelet and my lace glove, the mark gleamed softly.

The masked members stepped forward, toward one of the initiates in silver. The initiate glanced around, uncertain of what was next, and everyone watched, waiting.

Suddenly, the masked member yanked the initiate to the ground. Their body landed with a loud thud against the soft earth. The Sigma leaders jammed their wooden beak dangerously close to the initiate, shrieking and chanting louder and louder. The initiate dodged the first peck and then the second, but on the third, the beak stopped inches from his chest.

“You are unworthy,” the masked figure screeched. The other Sigmas joined, shrieking—all except for one of the silver-masked vultures, who watched from a distance. The Theta members gathered to watch as the Sigma crows and two of the vultures circled the initiate like the scavengers they seemed to be imitating.

“Unworthy of Westfield blood. Unworthy of the brotherhood.” They tore the clothes off the initiate’s back and drew his hands to his back and tied ropes around his wrists and ankles. Tears streaked his face, but the chanting didn’t stop. This wasn’t like the banishment ritual at Theta. It was a hazing, and it was going too far.

“There are two ways of earning a bid. The first is to break from your bonds and return to Sigma House on campus. The second is to survive here in the swamp until sunrise. Should you fulfill one of these tasks, we will reconsider and deem you worthy of the brotherhood. But if you are captured by our members between now and then, your memories will be wiped, and you shall never make a bid for Sigma again.”

The chanting continued.

Next, a masked member of Theta turned to the initiates. Again, they began to screech, giving the same instructions but for Theta initiates: Either spend the night in the swamp or return to Theta House before the night ended without getting captured.

They were taking turns. Weeding us out. And the song was our final dirge.

All of the initiates seemed to understand in that moment, each among us deciding which of the two paths we’d take for our bid: hide in the swamp and avoid capture or risk getting caught while trying to return to their Greek houses on campus.

It was like a stampede, a scene from a chilling nightmare. Initiates pushed and manhandled one another as they tore through the night, racing blindly through the swamp, all in a desperate attempt to escape capture.

“Move,” someone shouted as they shoved me aside. I landed in a thicket of bushes, gasping as the branches tore my skin. Behind me, one of the veiled Theta members approached. Gold rope hung from her hand, and she was chanting the same song as the others.

Suddenly, a hand yanked me from the bush. I looked up to find Vivian had returned.

“This way,” she said, helping me stand and leading me away from the Theta member who’d begun to hasten her steps, faster and faster, her chant spilling through the darkness, looming like an omen of what was to come as she and the others began their hunt.







CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

The ripest fruit first falls

I STUMBLED THROUGH THE DARKNESS, my footsteps pounding over the soft ground as Vivian and I searched for safety.

Everything was a blur of trees and moss, bushes and branches as we charged ahead. Vivian led the way. The earth and roots and leaves wilted in her path, only to spring back to life behind us, obstructing our trail for the Theta member pursuing us.

“We’re nearly at the shed,” Vivian whispered, pointing ahead.

All I saw were trees and undergrowth, the shed much too far, so we found shelter near a tree. I crawled beneath its low-hanging branches and used a bush to hide, while Vivian rested her hand against the tree’s trunk. As she did, the trunk began to age, just like how the foliage had wilted in her path.

“My powers are stronger here, closer to where I died. Not so much on campus, but a girl can dream.”

“Should we try for Theta House? Or should we spend the night here?” I said, trying to measure the distance between the shed and our hiding spot.

“You can’t be serious,” Vivian said. “This is all a game to them. Most of them don’t even know the history of the rituals they’re imitating. They just do it because it’s Westfield tradition. Their so-called heritage. If only they knew what spirits they called upon for their rituals. Their ignorance is their violence, and again and again, we become victim to it.”

“I’m not changing my mind,” I said, defiant. “I don’t want this, but if there’s a way—”

“You can’t break the curse,” Vivian hissed, cutting me off. “It’s too difficult. The Ԑnhye and Theta have attempted it for years, and if we had figured it out, I wouldn’t have drowned trying to save my poor Melvin.”

“Melvin,” I whispered. “As in, Kasem’s ancestor?”

Vivian nodded. “I was already a member of Ԑnhye, but when Melvin decided to rush Sigma to see if their society had any information to help him break the curse, I left the sisterhood and rushed Theta instead. We both died in the process. I took your gloves from you, hoping you would realize that suffering through your powers here at Westfield wouldn’t be worth the pain. And certainly not for a man, not even two of them. So go home now, Sianna. Leave Westfield before another accident makes you its victim.”

“You had no right to do that,” I said. “Vivian, do you know how much torture it’s been, seeing visions everywhere? Having to force myself to be in the present because everything I touched was tearing me away from reality?”

“I know,” Vivian said. “I realize that now, and I’m sorry. But I don’t want you to end up like me. Dead because you sacrificed everything, including yourself, over love. I thought you’d give up and leave.”

Vivian was pleading, her eyes wide, beseeching me to hear her words.

Suddenly, screams cut through the night. They were bloodcurdling, and terrible. But we recognized the sound of the voice.

Luke.

He wasn’t far from us.

Vivian’s gaze steeled.

“I tried to warn him. I tried to warn you both. He thought he’d get into Sigma. That they’d accept him because his family’s been in Virginia for centuries. But he’s just collateral damage to them. Do you know which houses make up most of the board of trustees and their puppets in Sigma and Theta?”

She didn’t have to say it for me to understand.

Ivy House. Legacies of Westfield. The old money elite who made up the ivory towers of most of the oldest institutions in the country.

Luke’s screams grew louder, wilder.

“Sianna,” Vivian warned.

But I was already running. All around me, the night oozed and writhed, my footsteps a drumbeat marching toward unescapable horror. I couldn’t see past the foliage and shadowy forms, but the sound of Luke’s cries was like a signal drawing me closer and closer.

Vivian floated behing me, urging me to find shelter instead of racing toward Luke’s cries. I spun to face her.

“Luke is your friend, right? You’re just going to let him die?”

“There’s nothing we can do. Listen to me, if you interrupt their ritual, Sigma and Theta will sanction you. I’m already in bad graces with the sisterhood for intervening with the summoning at Theta. Do you want to jeopardize your chances of becoming one of us too?”

“We can’t just leave him.” The memory of that burning auditorium lived with me, always. So too had the images of the flames rising, and the decimating pain that had become a scourge on my body. The memories were mine, not a vision, but the pain was trapped in my own recollection.

Despite my parents’ tumultuous relationship, they had stayed together, loved each other, and died that night saving me. From backstage, my father had charged to where I sat playing. My mother was close behind him, and together, they’d covered my face with his suit jacket, lifting me off the stage and into the hands of a passerby trying to escape the worst of the fire. Above, the light fixtures had shrieked, groaning a terrible sigh before they came crashing down, erasing my parents from view. They’d protected me and they died because of it.

“We can’t abandon him.”

Vivian looked conflicted. “All right,” she said softly. “Of course.”

Deeper and deeper we ventured into the swamp. The screams were waning, but I could feel us getting closer. Finally, I spotted a group of figures in a small clearing.

It was Luke. But he wasn’t alone.

Beside him was another initiate, one of the Desi guys I recognized from Poppy House. Both he and Luke had been stripped to their boxers. They were being circled by three masked crows while a silver vulture watched, leaning against a tree trunk. But the crows had grown violent. They nipped at Luke’s and the other man’s bare chests, drawing blood from them as they screeched and chanted in the night.

My powers manifested at my fingertips. I focused on the roots and overgrowth beneath the Sigmas’ feet. With a flick of my hand, I drew on my affinity, imagining the roots coiling at their ankles over time and yanking the Sigmas to the ground.

“Stop!” I screamed.

The incantation set fire to my nerves. The magic churned in my mind and my veins siphoned the energy from the living world around us into the single syllable of the command.

The roots came to life and the Sigmas were thrust to the ground, a few feet from where Luke and the other man lay gasping.

“We need to find shelter,” I said, approaching Luke and the man, my heart racing in disbelief at what I’d managed to do.

But three masked figures I hadn’t noticed sprinted toward me.

“Unworthy,” they shrieked. “You are all unworthy.”

The man beside Luke used the distraction to yank off the silver rope that bound him and disappeared into the distance. The masked crows screeched in anger, rushing toward me. Pain jolted through my body as they toppled over me, jostling my arms and my hands with their beaks.

“Enough,” the silver vulture shouted. “Leave her. You know the law. Only a Theta can initiate another Theta bid.”

From the open slits of their masks, the stench of liquor and smoke tinged the bodies of the two Sigmas who pinned me to the ground. They’d been drinking and smoking, and who knows what else. And if they heard their vulture leader, they showed no sign of it. One of them tore part of my skirt, the sound of ripping fabric a violent, piercing thing. The other slipped his hands along the length of my thigh, past the band of my underwear.

I kicked and screamed and clawed, landing a blow in the stomach of one of the crows, while the other pushed me against the trunk of a tree. For a brief moment, through the lace openings of my gloves, my fingertips connected with his skin.

The vision yanked me into the past, to moments before as the members started the campfire and donned their masks. I didn’t recognize the face of this crow, but I’d seen him on campus, in one of the engineering buildings. He was a senior and through Sigma, he’d already gotten a job at a massive venture capitalist firm.

The vision ended abruptly as a hand pulled the crow off me and violently threw him to the ground. I screamed as the vulture descended, but his voice was soft, pleading.

“I’m not going to hurt you, Sianna.”

Gasping, I recoiled from Kasem, wrapping my arms around myself and my torn clothing—my mother’s dress. One of the last things I had that belonged to her.

I’d known he’d be here with the other Sigmas, but him watching this happen, being a part of it? It made me sick to my stomach.

“You know what they are and you’re working with them. Even though they killed Melvin, your own ancestor,” I whispered. “Why would you be a part of this?”

From the slits in the mask, confliction churned in his gaze.

“This is my first time being a part of the hazing as a member. I swear,” he said. His voice was steeped in bitterness, and he wouldn’t meet my gaze, but I saw the truth in his words. Guilt and self-loathing had already begun to consume him when he spoke. “Every year, they have a different chapter member take part in it. Keep us connected to Sigma, or so they say. This year, it was my turn.”

“So they’re passing the mantle. You let them humiliate you as an initiate, and now they’re having you do their dirty work.”

“It’s a rite of passage,” he said. “And it’s what I have to do as part of the conservatorship. Become a member of Sigma and a chapter leader.”

I yanked the mask off his face, anger and hurt and everything else oozing through me. Kasem looked windswept and surprised, as if I’d pulled him from a dream and back into reality.

He pursed his lips, searching for words. But then Luke’s scream—and others’—cut through our impasse. In the dark, something had taken to Luke and the crows. Multiple somethings.

I clung to Kasem as a creature emerged from the swamp. Silver scales gleamed against its body, and its snout bore sharp pearly white teeth that dripped with a shimmering, oozing silver liquid. Its body stretched across all fours, with a spiked tail curving into the night. Within the depths of its pupilless eyes, crimson veins pulsed, a bloodthirsty hunger glinting in its gaze.

An alligator, but mutated, like a corpse awoken from the dead.

Fear rippled through me. In an instant, the silver creature was on Luke and one of the crows, its bellowing roars striking terror through the night. With its massive jaws, the creature gnawed at Luke’s bound feet and the crow’s right thigh, tearing through their flesh in bloody abandon. And then, bathed in blood and carnage, its hunt began.







CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Through nature to eternity

LUKE AND THE SIGMA CROW were the first to die. Their flesh and limbs were separated, their skin torn away, human blood and bones and marrow seeping from the creature’s crooked mouth.

And then it turned on the remaining Sigma members. The creature devoured them, biting and ripping their flesh apart, one by one in a massacre of blood and gore.

Kasem pulled me up by my waist and we ran, hand in hand, sprinting away from the creature even as it began to pursue us. Faster and faster we retreated, despite the muddy ground writhing at our feet, slowing us down. Just as the creature drew closer, Vivian appeared at our side. Her eyes were steely, determined, and she wilted a slew of roots in the gator’s path, catching it by its feet.

“We have to go back,” I said. “Kasem, we can’t leave him.”

“Get Sianna back to campus,” Kasem told Vivian, ignoring my pleas. “You said you would take care of her.”

“And I have,” Vivian snapped. “What do you think I was trying to do? She doesn’t listen. She’s more stubborn than you are.” Tears filled her lashes. I didn’t know ghosts could cry. “Luke was my friend. He could see me better than most people at Westfield could. And now he’s dead. Gone. Hasn’t your family and their wicked curse taken enough lives?”

In front of us, a group of initiates were headed our way. They were being pursued by one of the vultures in a silver mask.

I waved to get their attention.

“Turn back! It’s not safe!”

They sped past me, splitting in separate directions while the vulture continued his path toward us. The Sigma pushed me and Kasem apart. Terror seized me at the thought of him launching himself at me like the others. But instead, he grabbed Kasem and pushed him against the tree.

“Diaírei kaì basíleue,” he whispered, drawing a silver rope from his side.

“What are you doing?” I shouted, trying to pull him away from Kasem. The Sigma struck me, the blow so powerful that I fell to the ground. My vision went white and I tasted blood on the inside of my cheek.

“Sianna!” Kasem shouted, wrestling with the figure and nearly succeeding in throwing him off. But then the figure thrust a blow to Kasem’s abdomen, right where he’d been stabbed months before. It was as if he’d known Kasem’s weakness.

Kasem crumpled to the ground, mere inches away from me. In the distance, the creature was getting closer.

Vivian emerged, trying to grab the figure by the arms, but her body, suddenly made intangible, went right through him.

“Be gone, ghost,” the figure hissed. “Or I will summon him.”

Vivian recoiled. Even the gator-like creature seemed to fear the figure’s words.

“Kasem,” I whispered, inching toward him from where I lay. I reached for him and our fingers brushed. But then something yanked me from the ground and threw me against one of the trees. Kasem screamed my name, and the last thing I saw before everything went dark, before the air was sucked from the world, were his brown eyes pooling with silver and gold.







CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

I will deny thee nothing

THE AIR WAS THIN HERE, like even nature was holding its breath. Pain cut through my body, making me numb and faint. When I opened my eyes, it was to the inside of a small shack. One of the veiled members of Theta was tied up next to me, while Kasem was bound on my other side. I tried to reach for him and suddenly, pain tore through my wrists.

I’d been bound too. Someone had secured my hands behind my back, roping them together, and tied my ankles to keep me from running. The silver rope cut into my skin, and when I fought it, friction flamed against my flesh, cutting, painful.

“Kasem,” I whispered. “Open your eyes. Please.”

But he didn’t move, didn’t seem to breathe. His body was deathly still, like a corpse. A cool light emanated from him, tendrils of gold and silver shimmering around his form like an icy flame. Like fractals of light. All around us, the flutter of moths silenced my beating heart.

I drew toward him. I couldn’t use my hands, so I nuzzled his neck, brushed my cheeks against his, let the warmth of my touch find him. His lashes, long as they were, brushed my lips, and when our noses touched, slowly his eyes opened.

My spirit, however broken it had been moments before, was soldering itself together. My heart ached for this man before me, beat along with the shallow rhythm of his breath as if without him, my own would falter.

Just a little longer, I told myself. If we could survive this, I would stay with him until Westfield and he were free from the curse, and my powers became mine again.

“We need to get out of here,” I said.

“I know,” he whispered. He nodded toward the ropes tying our hands and our feet. “Do you have anything that can help us out of this?”

On the other side of me, the veiled Theta shifted in her sleep. But she hadn’t been unconscious at all.

She had a knife between her hands, and she’d been slowly working her way through the rope.

This was our way out. This was our chance.

She stopped abruptly when the door to the shack burst open. The figure in the vulture mask emerged again. He tore the mask away, revealing his face.

The buzz cut, the seething brown eyes.

Pete. The first of Kasem’s two attempted murderers.

“I don’t want to kill you, Kasem. You know that,” Pete said. “It’s just the curse. He beckons me with it.”

Kasem leaned forward, shielding me from Pete.

“Pretend you’re unconscious,” he whispered, his lips brushing my ear.

I pressed my eyes shut and Kasem shifted away from me, his voice booming in the shed.

“I never asked any of you to save me in the woodshop.”

“Tell that to Nathan,” Pete said. “He died first. You know I saw his ghost in the basement of the university? He’s lurking there now. Trapped on this campus. Just like everyone else who’s died at Westfield. Yet you get to live as if others haven’t died because of you, as if we haven’t given our lives in place of the death the curse always meant to be yours.”

When he spoke, his voice wasn’t just his own, but another’s joined in a choir of Pete’s rage.

“That’s the only thing you’re meant to inherit, Kasem. The curse. Not Westfield. Your blood isn’t worthy of the estate. He saw to that. To every death of your lineage. And even if there’s collateral damage with the accidents on campus, with people like Danny, he doesn’t care. He’s evil. Pure evil, Kasem. And he will never die.”

“Who is ‘he’?” Kasem said, glaring at Pete.

Pete laughed. “You’ve met him already. You all have. He is in control, and he will have the Westfield estate.”

He grabbed Kasem, forcing him to stand, despite the rope tying Kasem’s feet, before maneuvering him toward the door of the shed.

“He says if I don’t do what he demands, his curse will consume me and trap me here with him,” Pete said. “It’s your fault I was marked. And if I’m not the one to kill you, Jay’s here too. He’ll finish the job. We have to. Or he’ll kill us both.”

There it was again, the person Pete wouldn’t name. If I could just get close to him, I could channel my powers and see what ominous force we were facing.

“You don’t have to kill me to survive this,” Kasem said. “Sianna survived the death the curse ordained for her. If you outlive it, then you’ll be free without giving into its demand.”

“She’s protected by the Ԑnhye. I’m not. No one can save me.”

“I’ll save you,” Kasem said. “This curse is because of my family. If I can find its origins and stop anyone else from suffering, then you can have your life back. Pete, you were expelled from Westfield. Disappeared. Just to hide and become a murderer. Is that what you want? Do you want it to corrupt you more than it has?”

Pete was silent for a moment. “That’s why we’re here. A drowning doesn’t have to be murder. It can be an accident.”

My heart hammered in my ears. He was going to kill Kasem. He was going to drown him and make it look like a hazing accident.

“Pete,” Kasem pleaded. But Pete was stone, and Kasem’s words couldn’t move him.

“The engine’s ready,” Pete said finally. “Let’s go for a boat ride.”

I could barely see from behind my lashes as I pretended to be unconscious, but faintly, I watched as their figures retreated outside.

Kasem looked back at me, regret filling his gaze, and something else that I couldn’t read.

And then they were gone, like two specters in the night. Gone, like smoke.

“Are you going to just lie there or are you going to help me?” the veiled Theta snapped once Kasem’s and Pete’s figures had retreated.

I recognized Honey’s voice instantly. And sure enough, when I turned to face her, her green eyes bore back at mine through the lace veil.

“How did you end up here?” I asked. “Aren’t Theta and Sigma working together?”

“We’re supposed to be,” Honey said. “But it’s like what happened at Theta House. Something or someone has interfered. Rush has never been like this. It’s like our members were being controlled, like they were puppets without their own will.”

“Do you think it’s a wraith?” I said, remembering what Angelica had told me.

“But so many of them?” Honey shook her head. “There would need to be dozens of wraiths, each deciding to work together and possess our members to cause such chaos. Wraiths aren’t like that. They’re single-minded, monstrous. Isolated. We’ve kept campus protected, even when some of the ghosts turn. The Ԑnhye, Sigma, and Theta wouldn’t allow the number of wraiths at Westfield to grow so much, to spiral.”

“So it’s something else? Someone living?”

Honey shook her head. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Our societies will have to convene and find an answer. But right now, we need to get out of here.”

She gestured to the door.

“We’re not far from campus,” Honey said. “The groundskeeper has an ATV behind the shed. We can get help.”

But that might be too late. If Pete was planning on drowning Kasem, we didn’t have long until the fan boat started. And soon they would be too far into the swampy waters for us to reach them.

Honey finished cutting through her bonds before turning her attention to me. When she was done, I wrung my wrist, the flesh raw and reddening.

“We won’t be able to help him,” Honey said.

“You go find help,” I said. “Hurry. I’m going to stay and see what I can do.”

She seemed reluctant at first, but then she nodded. We exited the shed and a few feet away at the dock, the roar of an engine sounded. Pete was starting the fan boat.

“Take this,” Honey said. She handed me the switchblade she’d used to free us from our binds. It had a wooden handle and an archaic mechanism for unfolding, like someone had tried to create a prototype of a switchblade before they became pocket-size. When I took it, the prolonged touch of my skin through the lace sparked a flash of a vision in my mind: a dark alleyway, a body hunched behind a dumpster.

I gasped, nearly dropping the switchblade but clutching on to it before I did.

“Where did you get this?” I whispered.

Honey looked confused.

“It’s Alaster’s,” she explained. “I stole it off him a while back. It’s one of their family heirlooms.”

On the base of the blade was an engraving, not so different from the one on Kasem’s family ring: JTW.

The engine roared again. I slipped the blade into the pocket of my ruined skirt. I’d have to deal with this revelation later. Right now, Kasem needed me.

“Vivian,” I screamed. “Vivian, we need your help.”

At the mention of her name, Vivian appeared out of thin air. Honey jumped back, startled for a moment at Vivian’s sudden appearance.

“Greetings to the Ԑnhye from Theta,” Honey said.

“Go get help,” I repeated. “Hurry.”

Honey nodded and sprinted off, making her way to a parked ATV near the shed.

Vivian and I ran in the opposite direction, toward the dock.

“Can you slow them down?” I asked.

Vivian nodded. “I’ll try.”

She disappeared and, in the distance, she reemerged at the foot of the engine as the fan boat took off. At her touch, the motor seemed to disintegrate. The engine groaned, spluttered, and waned.

They were just at the edge of the dock. I ran, faster than I ever had before, faster than my lungs could handle. Pete’s scream of anger was terrifying. Yet I raced onward.

I was nearly there, just at the edge of the dock, ready to jump onto the fan boat. But before I could reach them, Pete descended on Kasem, kicking Kasem to his knees. And then, after ensuring that Kasem’s wrists and his feet were bound, Pete threw Kasem into the swampy waters of the Westfield estate.







CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

What fools these mortals be

THE SCREAM THAT TORE THROUGH me was pain and heartache, all mangled into one terrible cry. It was the loss I’d felt in the auditorium that day: me, seated behind a piano, as I witnessed an inferno rip my parents from me. Grief awakens so much in us. It reminds us that time is precious and rare; here, and then… gone.

Kasem and I were no different. That brief encounter at Gus’s shop. The alleyway where I’d watched Kasem nearly die. And then here, at Westfield. The sound of his laughter stirred something in me. His smile, that gentle, teasing curve of his lips, how his dark brown eyes gleamed with mischief—how was I supposed to imagine a world without him here, smiling at me?

Losing my parents so early in my life, I’d always thought that people were temporary. People I loved, like Jojo, abandoned me. And except for my erratic powers and his curse, Kasem and I had even less tethering us. Yet, I wanted to be with him, for him to tease me and for me to discover the different parts of him that, inexplicably, I found myself curious about.

Because somehow, I’d become attached to him. Me, an orphan, a stray.

Kasem wasn’t just a stranger in an alley or some elitest legacy. He was Kasem. My Kasem. I wanted more time for us. And I loved him.

Water and mire engulfed me as I followed Kasem into the depths of Westfield’s swamp. The rush of all of it solidified this realization in me.

But always, fate was cruel. And my fear of losing Kasem in that moment was heightened by the whispers of doubt it cast in me. What if he didn’t make it this time? What if I did? What if we lived, but neither he nor I could transcend fate’s tragic hold on our lives?

Vivian screamed for me to stop, but I was already diving far beneath the surface of the swamp as Kasem sank into its depths.

I swam against the current, my arms cutting through its expanses, my legs pushing me forward as I kicked in swift, sharp movements. In the waters, dirt and foliage drifted around us. But I was just focused on Kasem, on reaching him before it was too late.

My lungs burned in my chest. My body screamed at me to retreat. But I was so close, so close.

And then there he was, just inches away from me, his eyes closed as a light emanated from him. His wraith form. It was luminescent. In the water, he appeared as a spectrum of silver and gold flames that wove together into another version of him. There was real Kasem, sinking into the depths of the swamp, and wraith Kasem, a ghostly being shimmering with light.

I screamed with my mouth closed, pointing and kicking for his wraith to save his body. But he was unmoved, his eyes glassy, empty. He observed himself slowly drown, as though he was witnessing someone else’s death.

And then, in the murky depths of the swamp, yellow eyes gleamed at us, dark scales shimmering closer and closer.

With the final strength I could manage, I kicked forward, grabbing the true Kasem’s wrist before his body submerged into the unknown. Still holding the blade, I cut through the ropes that bound his hands and feet. But his weight dragged me down, and my breath was waning, my body weak. The alligators in the swamp neared.

Just as the world began to dim and my thoughts drifted from reach, suddenly there was that glow of silver and gold again, embracing me, drawing a fiery barrier that sent the alligators scurrying away. It was like the fire was inside Kasem, like his wraith was a manifestation of sorrow.

The wraith wrapped his arm around my waist, and together we swam upward, against the current, carrying his unconscious body. But something knocked us apart.

Pete.

The knife flung from my hand and Pete was there to grab it. I fought back a scream as he lunged toward Kasem’s body, the knife raised in a killing blow. But the blade cut through Kasem’s shoulder, his wraith pulling him to safety just in time.

An explosion of light poured through the swamp. Kasem’s wraith was drawn back into his body in an icy coldness. Kasem woke, letting out a cry of bubbles and oxygen.

I grabbed Pete by the neck, tried to pull him away from Kasem. Pain tore through me as he elbowed me in the face. And then, up above, there was another burst of light—crimson red, melded with silver—and the ghostly forms of Nathan and Vivian emerged in the swamp. Nathan was different from how he’d looked in the tunnel. The whites of his eyes had settled, his pupils now visible. He was no longer a wraith, but simply a ghost.

Vivian grabbed Kasem and me, helping us swim away, yet all I could do was watch in horror as my vision of the future became reality.

Nathan lunged at Pete, grabbing him by the neck, wrangling him as waterweeds and roots latched on to Pete’s arms and feet and dragged him deep into the swamp. His body grew limp. He tore and fought, but it wasn’t enough. When we finally reached the dock, part of me expected Pete to follow in pursuit. But he didn’t, and I knew then.

He was dead.







CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Refuse thy name

I WAS SHIVERING. KASEM LIFTED me onto the dock, and then he climbed up after, clutching the blade that Pete had tried to stab him with. The wound on his shoulder and wrists left a trail of blood that drew alligators to the surface of the swamp. He slipped his hand around my waist, helping me stand, and we hobbled our way to the shed, Kasem locking us inside just as the alligators reached us. He held me tight as they charged the shed door, their deep, bellowing roars bloodthirsty.

With the door securely bolted, we fell to the ground, hugging each other like we’d collapse if we let go.

The shed was tiny, filled to the brim with power tools and devices that I didn’t recognize. There was also a blue mat that leaned against a shelf packed with supplies, from batteries stained with rust to flashlights with broken light bulbs.

I buried my head against Kasem’s chest, taking in his musky scent, taking in all of him. Just moments before, I’d watched him nearly drown. But he was alive. He was here.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, pulling away from me and examining my injuries, even as his dripped with blood.

I ignored him, cupping my hand over where the knife had cut his shoulder and channeling my affinity. A light tingling sensation gnawed at the back of my head, but slowly, his skin began to weave together. The wound rewound to before the knife had cut him and he hissed in pain as the tissue repaired itself.

I fell forward, drained from channeling my affinity. Kasem held me steady.

“Are you able to heal yourself too?” he asked.

His hand traced my bruised lip and eye, tendrils of silver light unfurling behind him.

“Kasem,” I whispered. “I’m fine. He barely scratched me.”

I pulled him closer, grazing his cheek and anchoring myself to the present. To the feel of his body pressed against mine, his cool touch, our wet clothes sticking together.

The light retreated back within him, his wraith slumbering again in its relic.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

Angelica hadn’t told him yet. Still. After all this time.

But neither had I.

“You’re a wraith, Kasem.” I pressed my eyes shut, gathering myself before meeting his burning gaze with my own.

“The night in the alleyway, you died. My CPR didn’t work. But my powers, they rewound your injuries and brought you back as a wraith. Half human. Half spirit. Separate.”

I knew I should tell him what it would mean to be a wraith; that his soul was at the brink of corruption. That if he stayed this way, he’d become like Danny and Nathan, one moment at peace with his death, the next vengeful, seeking to kill humans, even if at one time, he’d known them or loved them.

“What are you thinking?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted shakily. “I guess I’m just taking it all in.” He swallowed, forcing a weak smile. “All of this, is it connected to the curse?”

“I don’t know. Angelica thinks the curse might explain how you could even be tethered to both the realms of the living and the dead. You hadn’t completely crossed over when I brought your body and spirit back. But we need to bind your soul to your body. And we have to do it on your birthday, at midnight, when the veil between realms is thinnest.” I strung off the bracelet, taking his hand and slipping it on his wrist. “You need to be wearing the bracelet when we do the binding ceremony—the ritual of revenant, Angelica called it. And we need Jojo’s help, either a lock of his hair or his blood for the incantation.”

He took the bracelet off.

“No, Sianna.”

“You need this more than me.”

“No,” he repeated. “I don’t. You saw what happened earlier. If Pete had his way, if he had drowned me, at least you’d have had the bracelet. Better to keep it with you,” he said, taking my hand and slipping it back on my wrist. “When the ritual happens, I’ll wear it. I promise.”

We were still holding hands, but I couldn’t see into his past, not against the cool touch of his palms and his fingers laced in mine. I remembered Angelica’s words, about how the more time passed, the more his soul and body separated. Dread fell over me. My powers weren’t picking up his lifeline, even though I could feel the flicker of one burning within him.

“Nathan saved us,” Kasem said. “I wonder if him doing that, even as a wraith—or whatever he was—helped free his spirit from the curse?”

His guess was as good as mine, but I was sure Vivian being with Nathan might have helped wake him from his vengeful form in some way. Cecilia had said ghosts could turn into wraiths through hate, so maybe Nathan had somehow managed to come to terms with his death and regained some part of his humanity.

The night grew quiet. Even as Kasem and I were reeling from all we’d seen, we found ourselves settling into silence.

He brought me to the floor, placing the mat beneath us. We lay there, back to back, constrained by its confines. But our fingers were touching, and I was acutely aware of him, from the curve of his back, muscled and lean as he was, to the small of mine against his broad frame.

He turned, and I did too.

From the waistband of my skirt, I pulled out the mechanical switchblade.

Surprise settled over Kasem, but he took it, examined its fixture.

“Honey used it to cut us out of the rope. Have you seen it before?”

He nodded. “There are some displays around campus with artifacts the school keeps of Westfield’s history.”

“Honey said she snuck it from Alaster. And, well, I looked into its past and it was used in your stabbing. Kasem, I think Alaster was the third person.”

Kasem swallowed. “And Honey’s covering for him?”

“I don’t think she knows either. Otherwise, she probably wouldn’t be so flippant about bringing the switchblade and telling me it was his.”

“I never thought he’d go so far,” Kasem said. He laughed. “I was so thoroughly dense that I blamed Ojore for it.”

“That’s probably what he wanted. For you and Jojo to keep fighting while he found a way to get rid of you and keep Jojo under his thumb.”

“We need to tell the president.”

“You’re joking.”

“There’s no point in going to the police,” Kasem said. “When I was in a coma, Alaster said he and the board of trustees handled everything related to the stabbing, and I’m sure they bribed them too. Pete and Jay as well. I bet you they paid their bail. My uncle is the only one with actual power who could help us.”

“I don’t see how he’s any different from Alaster or the Board,” I said.

“I told you how close he was to my father. And even when we were growing up, he was the one who took care of my brother and me. He always said he aimed to honor Duncan’s original legacy, not what the Board has made Westfield now. And that means enforcing the original will with Kent’s line as Westfield’s inheritor. If we bring him the blade—”

“This is our only piece of evidence,” I said, cutting him off. “And it’s barely that without my powers.”

“Then what do you want us to do?” he said, exasperated.

“We bide our time, make a trap, and make sure they can’t hurt you or anyone else here at Westfield.” If I’d had to bet, Danny had probably been victim to Alaster too, when he’d been planning to expose Westfield and the Board.

Yet, despite what I’d told myself since coming to Westfield, I hadn’t wanted Alaster to be Kasem’s attempted killer. It was enough that his friends had already tried to kill him because of the curse. But Alaster wasn’t bound to it—and he was Kasem’s family. He could have let Kasem inherit Westfield. Instead, he’d done everything in his power to undermine him at every turn. He’d gone as far as murder.

I put the switchblade in a corner close to us, deciding I’d keep it for now. Later, when I had more strength, I’d use my powers to peer deeper into its past.

“Honey’s gone for help,” I said, trying to brighten the mood. “She should be back soon.”

“It’ll take nearly a half an hour to get to campus, even with an ATV. And then another half hour to get here, if she can wake anyone up and even find us.”

“So we’re stuck here.”

“For the night? Probably.”

“Do you think the others are okay?”

“I don’t know.”

We were silent for a long moment.

This close, I took in the silver and gold flecks of his irises, the melancholy of it all. Face-to-face, our noses nearly touched and our lips were a breath apart. I couldn’t stare long, though, and I looked away, breathing softly even as my wet clothes and the cool air made me shiver.

“You’re trembling,” Kasem whispered.

He brushed my cheek with his palm and my lashes fluttered wildly, a small gasp escaping my lips at his touch. Fire burned in my chest, every inch of me hot and warm and wanting, aching for him.

For a moment, Kasem said nothing. And then he whispered my name.

“Sianna.”

The three syllables were a question, his eyes searching for an answer in mine. He cursed under his breath. And then he pulled me to him, closing the distance between us.

My mouth parted as he kissed me and I leaned toward him, wrapping my arms around his neck, gasping against the pressure of his lips crushing mine. He whispered my name, spoke it in between stolen breaths. He’d wanted me since that day in Gus’s shop. My beauty possessed him, he said. He’d longed for me since then and longed for me still.

Between his words and his caresses, I kissed him back, traced my tongue against his mouth, arousing him as I brought his hand to my chest, my top still wet and soaking.

Kasem lifted me off the mat fiercely, but he was gentle when he laid me beneath him.

The kiss was fire and ice, as blinding as infinite starlight caught in a meteor shower. Every inch of me yearned for him, for his touch and his kiss, for more and more, my desire culminating at the bliss of him grinding against me. His hands trailed up my torn skirt, gripping my thigh before he peppered more kisses along my jawline. His tongue tasted me, hungry and playful, teasing soft moans of pleasure from my lips.

I ran my hands along his toned chest, exploring him like a painter would a landscape, pulling him closer to me, my mouth brushing his hard surfaces and tasting salt and sweat and him. He moaned, his lashes fluttering as I brought my lips to his lower abdomen.

“I don’t have anything on me,” he said.

He drew me back, placing soft kisses on my lips and the corner of my mouth.

“I want to. Don’t get me wrong. I want you bad. But we’re rushing into things. We both know it.”

“But we don’t have time.”

“So you’re just going to hit it and quit it in case I die?” he teased.

“You know that’s not what I mean.”

Kasem laughed, kissing me again. His tongue traced my bottom lip, his hands sliding up the nape of my neck, pulling me closer as he kissed me more.

We were both breathless and shivering when we pulled apart.

It was freezing, and without each other’s warmth, the cold burrowed in our skin. Fire burned in both of us, but the reality of our situation quieted our racing hearts.

“I don’t think our wet clothes are helping.”

“No,” he admitted, “I don’t think they are.” He paused for a moment. “We’ll probably get sick if we stay in them.”

“I don’t have anything else,” I said.

But between shivering in our wet clothes, and warming each other, we chose the latter. Kasem slipped out of his shirt, taking off his shoes and pulling down his trousers so he was just in boxers. My cheeks burned at the sight of him, but I forced myself to look away, taking off my shoes and shimmying out of my skirt.

“Can you help me with the zip?” I asked.

“Hmm,” Kasem said, his voice low. His hand came to rest on my back, and he unzipped the top half of my set, helping me fold it with the pile of our clothes. He drew the corner of the mat over us like a blanket, me in my sports bra and boy shorts, him in his boxers, spooning each other tenderly, the mat encasing us in a makeshift cocoon.

“Despite how these last few hours may seem,” I said, my heart fluttering with wings, my cheeks burning, “I’m not normally this… forward.”

“Why?” he teased. “Was that your first kiss? Though, I mean, I guess we’d have to count what you pulled back in the dining hall.”

I swallowed, shy suddenly.

“No,” I said. “Jojo was.”

It was probably a mistake, bringing up Jojo like this. But I didn’t want to lie to him. Not when Kasem and I had been kissing all night. Not when he thought Jojo was the one I loved.

Kasem grew quiet and I continued, trying to explain.

“It was during New Year’s Eve last year,” I said. “Our building was having a party, and the two of us ended up on this fire escape alone after I’d left it early.”

At the time, Jojo had found me perched on the higher ground of the stairwell. As I’d descended the steps, Jojo smiled and held out his hand for me to take. Somehow, the cheers from the floors beneath us, ringing in the New Year, drew us together. Our kiss had been tentative and searching, nothing like the fire and moonlight of kissing Kasem.

“How about we skip the play-by-play,” he said dryly. “It’s already been a long night.”

An apology burned at my lips, but Kasem wrapped his arms around me.

“To stay warm,” he explained, almost clinically. “Jay’s out there, and we don’t know what his next move will be. But at least one of us should get some sleep.”

I pressed my eyes shut, wanting to turn to him but knowing, even in our closeness, that he wanted his space.

Outside, silence finally fell over the swamp. There was nothing but the soft chirping of crickets and the shuffling of leaves. It wasn’t until his breathing stilled to a steady rhythm and I thought he’d finally fallen asleep that I let the hot tears fall.

But his wraith did not appear. And eventually, I slept.

When morning broke and Honey returned with help, we were tangled together, my head rested on his chest, his arm wrapped gently around my waist, our fingers entwined.







CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Shall my sister be

IN THE DAYS FOLLOWING RUSH, I stayed in my dorm. I had a fever that anchored me to bed, leaving me tossing and turning with horrible dreams of limbs being torn and rope-wielding figures pursuing me. Luke was dead, and others had died that night: Pete and the three Sigma members caught in the onslaught of the swamp creature. Yet somehow, my dreams trailed again and again to Kasem, to his figure in the swampy waters of Westfield, to his brown eyes and the red veins lining them as he nearly drowned in the water that night.

My fever was vicious. I dreamed he lay next to me, his lips brushing the tip of my ear, his mouth suckling my fingertips, tasting every inch of me until I was warm and aching all over. But then the dream became a nightmare, and Kasem’s figure morphed into vultures pecking at my flesh, pushing me against the tree, gnawing and consuming me.

I woke, trembling, to the sound of my phone ringing.

“I heard there was an accident on campus,” came Louisa’s voice from the other side of the line. The news had already spread. I coughed into my sleeve, clearing my throat and shifting to sit up.

“They contacted some parents and family members of those affected,” Louisa said. “I’m surprised you were one of them.”

“I—I hadn’t planned to be. But yes. I was there.”

“That’s not like you, Sianna. You’re making me worried. Is everything okay? Did I upset you with what I said about the fire?”

Again, I coughed, briefly muting the phone so Louisa wouldn’t become more worried or insist on me seeing the nearest spiritual guide. Though, with ghosts and wraiths haunting Westfield’s campus, that might actually be a good idea.

“I’m fine. I was just curious.”

“Curiosity without caution is a dangerous path. Especially if it leads to you breaking school curfew and nearly getting killed over some party in a swamp.”

“Is that how Westfield’s framing what happened?” Not as a hazing gone wrong but a simple party in the swamp by rebellious college students.

“Just be careful,” Louisa said. “And get some rest. You don’t sound well.”

At my bedside, the switchblade remained. When the call ended, I picked it up, closing the mechanical hinge as I examined it. There were answers within its crevices, a story woven in whatever timeline it had originated from. Maybe this could be the answer to breaking Kasem’s curse.

I tried to channel into its past, but my fever had drained most of my energy, and all I could muster were faint glimpses into time—the night of the stabbing, the blade stored in a display in the History Department, and then members of Alaster’s side of the family parading it around like a trophy.

When I’d nearly recovered from my illness, the weeks that followed were an endless cycle of classes and piano lessons, electives and preparing for exams before the last days of November bled into the holidays.

My roommate was living at Rose House with her boyfriend. At this point, she’d taken most of her things, leaving only a small box at the door labeled TAKE/DONATE. Inside the box was a leather satchel with over-the-shoulder straps.

I placed the blade inside the satchel, slinging the bag over my shoulder before calling Jojo.

He picked up on the first ring.

“Do you have Honey’s number?”

“What?”

“Just text it to me and meet me at Angelica’s office.” I coughed into my sleeve and hung up.

When I arrived at Angelica’s office, she and Vivian were waiting. Jojo and Honey were with them too, and to my surprise, so was Kasem.

My heart raced at the memory of the shed, of our kiss, the taste of him, our bodies pressed against each other, his gentle touch. Seeing him after that night—and after another spent dreaming about his touch, desperate for him to hold me, to kiss me again, to taste me—was close to torture.

And here was Jojo too, watching me with his warm brown eyes. I couldn’t meet his gaze. I couldn’t look at either of them.

“What’s this meeting about?” Angelica said. She frowned, watching me. “Are you sick, Sianna?”

“I’m feeling nearly better,” I lied.

“Let me get you some tea,” Vivian said.

“I know a good incantation for mild colds,” Honey offered.

It was strange to hear them all talk about magic like it was something so utterly casual.

“I’m not a member of Theta,” I said. “Are you allowed to talk to me about magic?”

“You rushed, so as long as you’re in the process of becoming Theta, we are able to speak freely,” Honey said. “We usually do an incantation on those who don’t end up becoming members, to give them hazy memories. Besides, everyone here is familiar with affinities. That’s not something we need to keep secret.”

At my side, Jojo yanked off the knitted sweater he’d been wearing and pulled it over my head.

“Warm clothes, rest, and medicine work just as well,” he said, his pointed words meant for Honey.

“He’s right,” Angelica said. “An incantation is a bit faster. But it’s temporary and won’t beat the infection unless you get to the root of it.”

I shrugged the sweater off, moving away from Jojo.

“I’m assuming you being here means you’re going to help us break the curse?”

“You sounded sick on the phone. Of course I was going to come.”

“That doesn’t answer my question,” I said.

I wanted to tell him about the binding ritual and how we needed him for it. But I couldn’t beg for his help again. Not with Kasem nearby.

He sat away from our group. The chair he’d grabbed was turned backward, and he slouched with his legs spread apart, his arms crossed over the top of the chair. Dark shadows lined his eyes, and his hands had a faint tremor as he reached for a glass on the table and took a drink.

I withdrew the switchblade from the satchel.

“This was the attempted murder weapon,” I said, holding it up.

Honey looked surprised. She glanced at Kasem, who nodded. It seemed that he’d already told her my suspicions, but hearing it from me made it sink in.

“Are you sure?” Angelica asked, taking it from my hand and examining it. “I’ve seen this before.” She glanced between Jojo and Kasem. “Doesn’t this belong to your family’s collection?”

“It’s from Alaster’s side,” Jojo corrected. “It’s a knife that belonged to Confederate General Winhall.”

Jojo took the knife from Angelica, turning it in his hand. He recounted how when Winhall had occupied campus, Kent and Duncan had defeated him in a battle. “The story goes that after they killed the general and his troops, they had to burn all of their items, but Duncan asked to keep a souvenir of their victory.”

I stared at him, not surprised that he knew so much about its history but in awe that, finally, after all this time, he was helping. Even if only a little.

“I said I would try,” he whispered, meeting my gaze. “I’m trying.”

“I know,” I said. “Thank you.”

But Kasem was watching us. All of them were.

“There’s a collection of artifacts from the school in each of the university buildings,” Jojo added, handing the blade back to Angelica and addressing the room again. “There was a traveling exhibit too, and the blade was in the library before it was displayed in the School of Fine Art building.”

“Do you think it’s a relic?” I asked Vivian.

Everyone was quiet for a moment, letting my words sink in. In the time since encountering wraiths here at Westfield, somehow it had never occurred to us that a wraith of General Winhall could be loose on campus and connected to everything.

Vivian frowned. “We’d have to perform a summoning or ask a spirit who may have recently crossed from the realm of the living into the dead to see if they can contact its former owner. Even when a wraith moves on, they have a connection to their relic. It’s why the relic must be destroyed—so they have nothing tethering them to the realm of the living. I did that with Danny’s journal when I possessed Sarah, and we’d have to do that with the general.”

Kasem raised his hand. “I vote not to summon ghosts of Confederates.”

“Duncan was an abolitionist and loyal to the Union,” Honey corrected.

“But the blade belonged to Winhall,” Kasem said. “So wouldn’t it be his relic, not Duncan’s?”

Honey looked uncertain. “If Duncan kept it as a ‘souvenir’ of the Union’s victory at Westfield, maybe it belonged to him after.”

“It’s hard to tell. But an incredibly powerful relic, one that might belong to a wraith as old and bloodthirsty as Winhall, might be most closely tied to its original owner,” Vivian said. “So even if Duncan saw it as a war trophy, if Winhall became a wraith and was tethered to it, unless a banishment ritual was performed, it could still be Winhall’s relic. That said, it’s entirely possible that Duncan may have become a wraith too, and made it his relic.”

Jojo was noticeably silent throughout the latter part of the exchange. I turned to him, waiting for the historical fact-checking that he was undoubtedly brimming to share. But he crossed his arms, glancing at his watch.

“I have a meeting right now. The board of trustees are visiting campus.”

Honey sighed. “Are my parents coming? They said they weren’t, but they’re always changing their plans last minute.”

“I doubt it. I didn’t see them among the Board’s attendees. Just a few names of the bigger donors.”

He shot me a look, a soft light coloring his expression. “Be careful,” he whispered, leaving the office with a quick glance at his brother and a nod at everyone else.

“If the blade is a relic and we attempt to summon Duncan, we might also be at risk of waking the general,” Angelica said. “A wraith that has already manifested as corporeal in the living world is dangerous. But one that has been forcibly awoken can be deadly. It comes with the risk of becoming cursed.”

Startled, I spun to face Angelica.

“Wraiths can cast curses,” I repeated.

“Anyone who can channel both the realm of the living and the dead can. A curse is an incantation on one’s lineage, both the living and the dead, as well as those not yet born.”

All the pieces came together. A wraith, whether it was Duncan or Winhall, had likely cursed the Saint James family all those years ago. And if it was Duncan, then it would explain why Alaster, his descendant, felt it was his duty to inherit the estate. He’d had the knife, after all.

The realization sank in for all of us, and a curious light settled into Angelica’s expression.

She gave Vivian a questioning look. “Is it so?”

“I believe it may be,” Vivian said. She turned to me, her eyes bright. “We’ve been consulting with the other Ԑnhye, trying to understand why your powers are connected to Kasem’s lifeline and the curse. We believe that the night you saved Kasem and he became a wraith, the two of you may have cast an incantation, one so powerful that it bound your powers to his lifeline. Not a curse but an oath, a divine promise of what may come to pass. That is why your powers are bound to him, and that is why this will not end until either the curse is fulfilled or broken. Your powers and his future hang in the balance of your oath and his family curse.”

Kasem and I exchanged a look, both of us at a loss for words. That night had been so fleeting, and yet I remembered how in that moment, when he’d asked me to stay, I’d promised him a future—a future in which he’d receive his inheritance.

“If we’re able to track down the wraith and use the knife to banish them, that could free Kasem’s future bloodline from the curse’s hold.” Angelica turned to Kasem. “Did your side of the family have any history with this blade at all? Do you know?”

“It’s like Jojo said. It belongs to Alaster’s side. I think our dad wanted to get rid of it at some point, but he was overruled by the Board.”

“Our safest bet is to speak to a soul who’s recently crossed to the other side,” Vivian said.

Angelica sighed. “None of this is safe. All of us are in danger if this wraith is behind the curse and the terrors happening on campus. And with Sigma and Theta infiltrated by its presence, if we are to find the owner of the relic and attempt to banish it, we might be fighting a larger battle than we are capable of. Who knows what they’d do to stop us from breaking the curse?”

From where he sat, Kasem shifted in his seat. He’d been distant since the night in the swamp, and even now, he wouldn’t look at me.

“All of this is because of our family,” he said. “And the closer we get to finding answers, the more dangerous this all becomes.”

“It’ll be over soon.” I was trying to be optimistic when I jumped in, but my words were heavy. “What about Jay?” I asked, turning to the others when once again, Kasem ignored me. “He’s out there. If Pete didn’t care about students dying in his attempt to kill Kasem, Jay won’t either.”

December 7 was only a few weeks away, and knowing Jay—and now Alaster—they’d probably make their next move soon.

Kasem answered, but he addressed his words to the others, refusing to meet my eyes.

“I’ll handle him. You should just focus on your training with the Ԑnhye. If they can help you with your powers, it won’t matter whether the curse is broken or not.”

I tried to stifle my anger at how dismissive he was being. But I couldn’t help the tinge of frustration that slipped into my voice.

“No, I can help with this. I’ve made so much progress already with Vivian and Angelica.” I glanced at Honey. “Assuming there won’t be many more rush activities with Theta.”

She looked uncertain. “I heard you were rushing for both. That’s a dangerous game to be playing.”

“Which is why she should focus on Ԑnhye,” Kasem interjected. “She doesn’t have enough control of her affinity to keep dividing her efforts like this.

“And you can’t control your wraith form,” I snapped. “You should be preparing for the binding ritual, not risking your life more.”

Honey cleared her throat. “I think for now, we should focus on summoning a recently departed spirit so we can send a message to the owner of the dagger.”

I sighed, returning the blade to the satchel.

“Let’s do it in the morning, before the sun rises and the veil between realms is weak,” Angelica said. “Better than at midnight, when we’d have to also deal with bloodthirsty creatures in the swamp.”

And so we departed, gathering everything we’d need for a summoning of our own.







CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Our revels now are ended

NEWS OF THE TRAGEDY BROKE across Westfield’s campus. But the university’s recounting of events was a false narrative. Just as the school had informed Aunt Louisa, they claimed the losses were the terrible aftermath of an off-campus party gone awry. Five students had died, four of them in a violent alligator attack. The other was a former student who drowned in a nearby swamp. Their bodies were missing. President Saint James announced that there would be an emergency assembly in the newly rebuilt performance hall—the same performance hall where I’d lost my parents in the fire. There, he would formally disclose the security protocols that had already been emailed to everyone on campus.

No students out past 10 PM. All sororities and frats on campus were under probation. Merit points would be deducted for all of Sigma’s and Theta’s members.

Instead of joining the campus-wide gathering, I woke early the next morning to meet Angelica at the swamp before sunrise.

I brushed my teeth and did a quick wash and go before yanking on my jeans and an oversize hoodie. Then I slipped on the lace gloves Kasem had gifted me and crept out of my room.

Poppy House was quiet so early in the day. The security at the front lobby was half asleep as I scanned myself out. But when the card reader recognized my ID, the student affairs officer and the security guard both jolted awake behind their desks.

“Curfew is being enforced,” the student affairs officer said.

“But it’s morning.”

“Curfew is from six AM to ten PM. You have two hours until they let you guys out. Sorry. Just doing my job. Don’t know if you heard, but there have been accidents on campus.”

I would have climbed out of the window again, but sometime between the deaths in the swamp and President Saint James’s assembly, contractors had come and installed metal bars across all windows. Westfield really felt like a prison on its own island.

I turned to leave, but the student affairs officer called after me.

“There’s a notice on your profile,” he said. “Academic probation.”

Oh. Of course. Professor Enlex had warned me not to attend her class. And I hadn’t since then. But I also hadn’t bothered auditioning for Piano II.

“Hold on, there’s a message here.” He leaned over the screen before nodding at the security guard. “Can you escort her to Provost Henning’s office? Says they’re supposed to meet. The provost just flagged that she’s available now.”

I balked at him. “Now? This early.”

“That’s what it says.”

Reluctantly, I let the security guard lead me from Poppy House, not wanting to cause a scene. When we arrived on the main campus, he led me to Provost Henning’s office, which was in the same vicinity as President Saint James’s.

Hers was filled with old literature and bound books. It was smaller, though, and her desk and the seat across from it took up most of the space. Blue light from her monitor flashed bright against her pale skin. She didn’t stop typing until the guard left and it was just the two of us.

“I’m sure you know why you’re here.”

And I was sure she’d tell me. So, no answer from me.

“You’re failing most of your classes.”

“Not my humanities ones, or music history,” I said. In the moments between the hauntings, rush, and figuring out Westfield, I’d managed to finish most of the readings and assignments for those classes. As much as I hated to admit it, I enjoyed academia. Time here was limitless, even as constrained as it sometimes felt, and when I was burrowing away in a textbook or literature, it was an escape.

Provost Henning typed something on her computer, and from the reflection in her glasses, my student profile beamed back at me.

“That, quite shocking to say, is accurate. You’re excelling in those courses. But those studies aren’t what you have a scholarship in. And then there are your merit point scores. Do you know, Sianna, that you’re one of the lowest-ranked students in your year? Points docked for skipping classes. Late assignments. Attempting to enter restricted areas. Talking back to authority.” She placed her hands on the desk and leaned forward. “Yet, despite this, we at Westfield have been incredibly lenient with you. And do you know why?”

I moved to speak, but she stopped me. “It’s because you’re here to play music. Not read about it or study its history. Play. And compete in university recital circuits. Professor Enlex informed me that she recommended you skip to the more advanced course. You were supposed to test out. And yet, you didn’t.”

“I’m not interested in advanced courses. Relearning the basics is good enough for me.”

“Well, it’s certainly too late to test out. You better hope you score well on your finals and keep your GPA at an acceptable level to maintain student status.”

“I will.”

When she didn’t say anything further, I made to stand. “Permission to leave? Or is there something else?”

“Yes, there is, in fact.”

She turned off the monitor, and this time when she looked at me, there was a deep intensity to her gaze. It left me squirming in my seat, speechless.

“Theta,” she said. “You rushed for them some time ago. They provided a list of new members and your name was included.”

I hadn’t known that.

“As you know, all Greek life is on probation due to… a tragic accident that occurred. What you may not know, though, is that as a part of healing campus, we are having Greek life, including Theta and Sigma, organize a vigil. It will be attended by the entire university. Families and loved ones of those who passed away during the accident will be joining us on campus. And so too will the Westfield Board of Trustees. As a prospective member of Theta, you are required to help host this event. And Professor Enlex, their academic adviser, has requested that a few students perform a tribute to the peers they lost, as part of the vigil’s program. You have been selected as one of the performers.”

Up until now, I’d been able to take any and all of what she threw at me. But this? This was too much.

Provost Henning leaned forward, inspecting me with a deep frown. “Are you well?” she asked. “You’re trembling.”

I wrapped my arms around myself, sinking into the seat.

“I’m fine.”

“Very well.” She continued. “Professor Enlex and Ms. Garnier will inform you of what song you’ll be performing on the piano, and at what point of the program you will go on.”

When she finished, she nodded for me to leave.

At the door, I turned to her, ignoring the security guard waiting to escort me back to Poppy House.

“What if I decline?”

At first, Provost Henning acted like she hadn’t heard me. But then she lifted her glasses from the bridge of her nose, wiping the lenses with a silver-and-gold cloth. Silver and gold. The colors of Sigma and Theta.

“Now that,” she said, “would be quite unfortunate. Don’t you think?”

The security guard walked me out of the office. I told him I needed a moment to go to the restroom, but as we approached the corridor with the women’s bathroom, I slipped into one of the obscure hallways that were sprinkled around Westfield. I’d gotten lost in them enough times to know where I could make a quick hiding spot.

The guard turned the corner to follow me, but as far as he knew, the hallway was empty. By the time he returned with reinforcements, I was already gone, making my way to the swamp for the summoning.







CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Nature must obey necessity

ANGELICA AND VIVIAN WERE WAITING at the dock when I arrived. Kasem and Honey were with them too. Kasem had dressed in jeans and a hoodie with colorful patterns splattered across it, while Honey was in all black again, from her moth mourning veil to the red-bottom ankle boots she wore over leather pants and a long-sleeved turtleneck.

I glanced at the shovel Kasem carried. The thought of us coming across a body or having to dig through Westfield’s swampy grounds to find remains made my stomach reel.

“Why is Sianna here?” Kasem asked, not looking at me. “I thought we agreed she’s too inexperienced for this.”

I hated that he was being like this. After the night in the shed, when he’d held me in his arms and we’d kissed over and over again, this coldness felt like having my heart shoved through a meat grinder. If we’d gone any further that night, I don’t think I’d be able to put the pieces back together like I was forcing myself to do now.

“At least she has an affinity that’s awakened,” Honey said. “You’re practically useless.”

“Sianna is our trainee,” Angelica added. “This will be a lesson for her.”

“A dangerous one,” Kasem said.

Angelica laughed, a bitter tinge in her voice. “Aren’t they all?”

Kasem looked annoyed, but he didn’t argue further. I caught him watching me from the corner of his eye. He looked drained since the night in the shed, from his dull gaze to the way his hands trembled slightly, like he was the one recovering from a cold and not me.

Seeing the signs that his body was breaking down because of his wraith form was like witnessing a moth lose its wings.

“What?” Kasem said. “You’re staring at me.”

“I’m not,” I lied.

I pushed past him, following Vivian’s lead through the swamp.

Our plan was to return to the site of the deadly hazing—with all the horror that the slain students had experienced in their final moments, it was the likeliest place to commune with spirits. It had rained the night before, and walking was like trudging through quicksand, even as winter hardened the earth. Kasem walked slower than he probably needed to, playing the heroic knight. But really he was a dark sorcerer—charming until you realized you could never truly trust him.

“Do you want to try this one?” Vivian said, stopping in front of a tree. It looked familiar. But then again, all of the trees here looked identical.

“Sure,” I said.

I placed my hand against the trunk, channeling my powers. Images flashed, from day to night and back again. There hadn’t been much human presence here. But then I caught a glimpse of a masked figure rushing by, their shoulder brushing past the tree.

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re going the right way.”

It was like that for a few hours, us silent, stopping every few minutes for me to channel my powers. My head throbbed. But, to my relief, the nosebleeds didn’t start.

Eventually, we made it to a small thicket of trees. Here, the cold air was slicing, our breaths visible, as if a cold front had found shelter in this crevice. It was somber too.

I swallowed, recognition taking hold; my body thrust against the tree, the masked figures circling Luke, approaching me. Swaying, a force caught me before I could stumble.

Kasem. He pressed his hand to the small of my back, wrapping an arm around me, his free hand tracing circles in my gloved palm.

“Does that help?” he asked. “You looked like you were going to pass out.”

“I’m all right,” I said, but I didn’t move away from him, let the steady rhythm of his finger tracing doodles on my palm relax me. He was tense too, though. This place, after that night during rush, now held bad memories for the both of us.

A little farther off, police tape encircled the trees, along with a DO NOT ENTER sign.

“Can you perform the summoning yourself?” Angelica asked Honey.

“I’ll need some help with the incantation,” Honey said. “But if you can channel your affinities with me, it should be a little easier.”

They nodded and the three women formed a circle near the police tape. Whispering under her breath, Honey clasped her hands together, forming a circle with her palms. Reams of gold and silver light swirled within it as she channeled her affinity and chanted.

I’d seen a glimpse of it at Theta House, but not like this, not so concentrated.

“She has an affinity for currents,” Kasem said, leaning close to whisper. His mouth grazed the top of my ear, and I bit my lip, my heart pounding.

“So does this mean you’re not ignoring me anymore?”

“I wasn’t ignoring—”

“What kind of currents?” I said, cutting off his flimsy excuses. “Current of sound? Of electricity? Of water?”

He looked flustered. “All of it. But primarily dead currents. Currents that move away from nature when a living current moves forward. Currents that repel, electric fields, that kind of thing.”

The electricity churning in Honey’s palms sent sparks through the air. The hairs on the backs of my arms raised, and the moisture in the air thinned.

Vivian and Angelica started chanting too, channeling their own affinities for the invocation. All around us, insects and bugs retreated from their perches. Even the birds did too, until there were only moths, their gray wings fluttering along the lines of police tape.

With her telekinesis, Angelica drew the switchblade from my satchel, levitating it at the center of the circle.

“Oh, spirit,” Honey said. “Whoever here remains, speak to us. We are looking to send a message between the realms of the living and the dead. We search for the owner of this weapon. Tell us, spirit, do you know who it once belonged to? Answer this question, and in exchange, we will leave your loved one with a message from you.”

Angelica lowered her palm, and the switchblade returned to my satchel.

Again, she and Vivian began to chant, this time with Honey.

“Answer this question. Tell us who the owner of this weapon is. In return, we will leave a message on your behalf.”

At first, I didn’t think it worked. Sparks charged through the air and the moths hovered at the grassy underpass beneath the police tape. Yet still, nothing.

But then I saw him. In the distance, kneeling at the foot of one of the trees. Streaks of sunlight radiated around his form, and except for the boxer briefs he’d died in, he wore nothing. Nothing but the silver rope tying his hands behind his back and his legs together.

“Luke,” I whispered. I moved forward but Angelica stopped me.

“Wait,” she said. “Something’s wrong. See how the sunlight touches him? It does not pass through him like a ghost, nor does it warm his flesh like a living person.”

I looked back, following her gaze to the rays of light framing Luke. Just like Angelica said, there was something eerie in how it shimmered, how even though the sunlight was bleeding onto him, Luke’s body seemed to reflect the light back, almost like a mirror.

“A wraith,” Angelica said. She turned to Kasem. “Do you see now?”

“I do,” he answered, no emotion in his voice.

Wraith Luke glanced around at us, fear rippling through his body.

“Hello,” he said. “Please. I can’t find my glasses. I can’t see.”

They’d left him like that. Tied in the dark, without his glasses, without any way to know where he was, or who was around, or how the creatures were coming upon him.

I turned to Kasem and Honey.

“This is your fault. Luke is dead because of you.”

“The creatures we saw that night were nothing like any wraiths we’ve banished before,” Honey said. “They’ve always had human forms. We couldn’t have known they’d possess the nearby wildlife. We did our best. But we failed.”

“And you used initiates as bait,” I said. “Great plan.”

I spun, facing Kasem.

“What about you? What’s your excuse?”

For the first time since I’d met him, Kasem seemed lost for words.

“I—I was trying to help.”

“You didn’t lift a finger until it was too late.”

“It’s like Honey said. They’ve been banishing wraiths from campus for decades. Every other year survived. We were fine. Luke would have been too, if it wasn’t for the curse.”

“Vivian didn’t make it,” I challenged. “And will I just be some collateral damage if anything happens to me?”

Hurt crossed his expression. “You know that’s not what I meant.”

“But you don’t act that way. We’re all doing our best to stop the hauntings on campus and break this curse, and you have the nerve to act like a petulant child.”

The more I spoke, the angrier I became. He was being so flippant about all of this, and ever since our night in the shed, he’d been cold and standoffish. If he only knew how much we were all sacrificing, not just to break my bond to him, but for him.

“The curse follows you, doesn’t it?” I said. “That means people around you will die. Why would you get close to people? Why would you let them risk their lives being around you? And why won’t you just give up your inheritance like Jojo did?”

A gust of wind churned through the clearing.

“Hello,” Luke said. “Please, I just need my glasses!” The more frantic he seemed to get, the more violent the wind currents became. I screamed as one knocked me off my feet, slinging me into the muddy earth. Rot oozed from the soil, toiling, bubbling, bleeding red with blood. Luke’s blood, and perhaps the others’ too.

“It’s his glasses,” Vivian said. “That’s his relic. We need to find them and return them to his remains.” She pointed to the corner where Luke was crouched. There, nearly hidden by underbrush, a bloody finger lay. It’d been overlooked in the police recovery attempt.

Honey began chanting and drawing the golden shapes of her banishing circle. But Angelica stopped her.

“We are not to banish him. Luke’s death was on your hands. You have no right to destroy his soul.”

“Banishment is the only way to excavate a wraith from the earth.”

“That is your way. Not ours,” Angelica said. “If you won’t help, then stay out of our way.”

Wind whipped in the air, and the sky roared as clouds began to form.

“Wraiths can control the weather?” I screamed, struggling to stand.

“They can control spaces in the environment in which they passed. For Luke, that’s here. See how only this area is touched by his rage?”

Just as she’d said, farther in the swamp, the trees and the earth and everything else were calm while here in the clearing, a near monsoon was beginning to form.

The wind howled and the clouds churned in violent tremors as rain drenched the clearing, pounding against our bodies like we were more earth than flesh. It’d been like this in the swamp waters, when Kasem had become his wraith form. His powers had manifested through sorrow. But Luke was rage, all-consuming, broken and vengeful.

I crawled to the closest tree for safety while Kasem searched for Luke’s relic, tearing through weeds and digging through the ground, the rain soaking every inch of him too. I closed my eyes, channeling my powers through the tree, searching in time for an answer.

The vision came in flashes, like strobe lights steeped in images. Luke running through the swamp like the others, and then two crows tackling him, laughing and shrieking as they stripped him of his silver shirt and jeans. They left him in his boxers and tied Sigma’s silver rope around his wrists and ankles.

Something fell to the ground with a soft thud, and then one of the crows pushed Luke. Just before Luke’s piercing screams cut through the swamp, there was a sharp crack. His glasses. When the crow had pushed Luke he’d fallen, and the glasses broke against Luke’s skin, slicing his flesh like an omen of what was to come.

In the present, something sharp and thin pierced my palm. I pulled myself back from my vision and I picked it up: one of the shattered lenses of his glasses.

“I found it!” I screamed. Or at least a piece of his relic.

But the frames were shattered, utterly destroyed. Unrepairable.

“Use your powers,” Angelica urged, fighting to reach Luke, struggling against the onslaught of the wind and the storm and the leaves and the branches.

My nerves were on fire. I trembled as I gathered the muddy shards of Luke’s broken lenses. Vivian was trying to speak to Luke and calm him.

“Don’t forget who you are, Luke. Don’t let your pain and your grief strip you of your humanity.”

But he raged and raged in a violent fury.

Beside me, Kasem watched everything unfold with an empty gaze, his fist clenched, lost in his mind, in the horrors of his own thoughts.

“Help me,” I said to him. “Kasem, I need to rewind time so the lenses are restored.”

He blinked back to reality and relief washed over me.

“What do you need me to do?”

“If I can repair the lenses—”

“Which you can,” he said, the words both a question and a tentative show of encouragement. I appreciated his belief in me, as uncertain as it was. That was more belief than I had that I could fix this.

“It’s going to take a lot of energy for me to do it,” I continued. “Someone will need to reunite the lenses with Luke’s remains.” This wasn’t just rewinding time like I had with Kasem’s wound. This meant unraveling the threads of it so that each shard of the lens found its match and soldered together.

Honey grabbed Angelica, helping her stand as the two approached Luke, getting closer to retrieving his finger. But Kasem was the closest between the two of us.

“Get on my back.”

“What?”

“There are alligators here,” he said. “If you pass out after channeling, I won’t leave you.”

I won’t leave you. As in, it wasn’t a question for him. It was a decision. He wouldn’t try to reunite the relic with Luke’s remains if it meant I would be left exposed and in danger.

I spotted yellow eyes circling us, emerging from the swamp. Silver scales glistened, and I recognized the creature as the same one that had killed Luke. But, seeing it now in the light, it was apparent that the rays of sunlight reflected off its skin, not like a human or a ghost. A wraith, just like Honey had said.

“He guards the swamp and kills trespassers.”

“And you knew all about this. You let the others rush knowing a murderous wraith was haunting here?”

Kasem looked guilt-ridden, but defiance was an undercurrent in his voice.

“Sianna, everyone knows the dangers of rush in some way,” he said. “The board of trustees. The president. The professors, the alumni who pay for the kids to go here. Ivy House. Rose. Sigma. Theta. All of Greek life. Everyone here except the Poppies. Maybe they don’t know the curse exists, but they know there’s something wrong in this school, something twisted and tied to its past. That’s why the Board works so hard to bury it. To them, appealing to the worst ilk in our society instead of honoring Westfield’s true abolitionist heritage is just collateral damage. It’s the sinister price they have to pay to court donors. And you all, and my family too, are the sacrifice.

“You’re completely removed from the history and horrors of Westfield but still want to buy in. You’re not a legacy, you have roots elsewhere, so you think these four years will be just about graduating with a degree from a prestigious university and that all of the horror and pain will be worth it just for a chance to call yourself a Westfield lily. You’re what keeps the engines running. Your blood, your sweat, your tears. I tried to warn you. Even Luke. That night, I told him to leave. I told him that Sigma was dangerous, and rush could lead to accidents. Even when the other crows were hazing him, even when I tried to stop them, he told me I was ruining his chances of getting into Sigma. He fought me off. Me. Not them. So I stood and watched him sacrifice everything to become a Sigma. And if he’d lived, he’d probably be more welcomed to my so-called brotherhood than I’ve ever been.”

As Kasem spoke, as I held the fragments of glass, rage sparked within me, spilling into my magic as a vision unfurled in my mind.

But instead of getting sucked into the vision, I channeled all of it, guidng the currents of the past at my fingertips. The cowrie bracelet and my scar gleamed bright, and in my palms, the glass lens rewound, slowly piecing itself together to the moment before being crushed by Luke.

“You’ve done it,” Kasem whispered. He beamed at me. He hadn’t smiled at me like that since the night in the shed. Angry tears wet my lashes. He was so hot and cold that it was hard to breathe sometimes. It took every semblance of my self-control not to drop the lens and run into his arms or shake some sense into him.

I handed it to Kasem. It’d taken nearly all of my energy to reconstruct the relic. Yet my mind felt clearer than ever. In the span of these weeks, I finally felt progress, like my powers that had unraveled since the night of the stabbing were being pieced back together. Kasem steadied me as we drew near the worst of the storm.

Luke roared. A gust of wind tore the bark off a tree, and it hurtled in our direction.

Kasem yanked us to the ground as the bark careened over our heads, slamming into a nearby tree with a violent crack, an onslaught of branches and stones ricocheting in our direction. Kasem held me tighter, shielded me from the worst of it.

Inches away, Angelica and Honey trekked toward us, holding Luke’s remains. When, finally, the relic was reunited with him, Vivian and Angelica started chanting, whispering words that slipped beneath the sound barrier itself. I channeled my powers too, concentrating on separating the soul trapped in the relic.

“Honey. Kasem,” Angelica said. “Theta and Sigma are tied to his condition. He died because he wanted be a part of your kinship. You will need to help him cross over.”

Honey pulled a strand of her hair from her head and placed it over Luke’s finger. Kasem bit his fingernail, placing the shard in the pile they’d formed at the center of the circle.

Angelica’s and Vivian’s chanting grew louder. Beads of sweat prickled my brow as I channeled the memories between Honey, Kasem, and Luke and Sigma and Theta that night. It was painful channeling all that torment and hate and anger trapped inside Luke’s spirit from that moment.

The storm reached a crescendo and Luke screamed, covering his ears and dropping to the ground. Yet the more they chanted and the more I channeled, the softer the storm became until suddenly, time settled at my fingertips, pooling like water.

I let it wash over the relic and the bonds that tied it, and slowly, the clearing became quiet again. Luke’s form was no longer corporeal. It was translucent, gleaming in the sun, melding with the rays that streaked into the swamp as if he was made of stardust. Nathan had become this too, when Vivian had emerged with him in the swamp. While Theta practiced banishing wraiths to the realm of the dead, I realized that the Ԑnhye were able to restore their connection with the realm of the living.

There was a calmness to everything, a quiet sense of clarity. Luke glanced at Vivian, Angelica, and Kasem, and then to me.

“Thank you,” he whispered. He turned to Honey and Kasem, the anger bright in his eyes but dimmer than before. “The owner of the weapon resides in the realm of the living. He is a wraith, yet not quite that. As I have no dominion to speak on those on the other side, I cannot answer your question. But can I leave a message?”

“Tell us,” Angelica said.

Honey and Kasem nodded for him to continue.

“Until the true history of Westfield is recognized,” Luke said, “then we will all be victim to the past.”

He pressed his eyes shut, a calmness coming over him. And then slowly, his ghostly form disappeared.







CHAPTER FIFTY

Blood will have blood

AFTER WE RETRIEVED LUKE’S RELIC and remains, Angelica insisted that we bury them. We made a gravesite, and each of us said a few words. But we didn’t linger long. The alligators, and the wraith that led them, were watching. They had let us pass for the moment, but none of us knew how long we’d be granted protection.

And there was the question of Luke’s words.

The owner of the weapon resides in the realm of the living. He is a wraith, yet not quite that.

If this entity we were facing wasn’t a person and also wasn’t quite a wraith, maybe there was someone on campus like Kasem: someone whose soul and body were stuck between realms. If Alaster was behind the attack, maybe he’d used the knife to summon Duncan or the general to help him inherit the estate, something no one in his family had managed before.

It felt like we were at a standstill.

Instead of returning to the medical center with everyone else, I snuck back into Poppy House by myself to sulk.

I’d nearly shut the door when a hand stopped me.

Kasem.

He slipped through the door, closing it behind us. My nerves were on fire seeing him again, especially with him observing my space.

I crossed my arms.

“How did you get here?”

“I grew up on this campus. I know all the secret passageways.” He looked around. “Where’s your roommate?”

“Probably with her boyfriend in Rose House,” I mumbled. “We barely interact.”

“Maybe she quit in the middle of the semester,” he said. “Most do from Poppy House.”

I could read the slight judgment on his face as he examined my room.

“I know it’s messy. Things have been a little hectic, if you haven’t noticed.”

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

There was a barrier between us, and neither of us seemed to know how to approach the other. As he took off his shoes, I noticed he was carrying a yellow bag that I hadn’t spotted when I’d let him in.

“I brought a peace offering,” he said.

“I didn’t know we were at war.”

“Not with you. Never. Myself, perhaps.”

Reluctant, I took the bag from him.

Inside was my mother’s two-piece set. But the fabric wasn’t torn or damaged like it had been after rush. Instead, the seams had been restitched, and the set was almost indistinguishable from when my mother had first left it to me.

“How?” I whispered.

“With Vivian’s help. She figured she owed you for the glove debacle.”

“And the stitching? It’s in nearly perfect condition.”

“Honey has a minor in fashion and I took a soft sculpture class once.” He held up his hand. His fingertips were riddled with needle marks. “Between her and Vivian’s affinity for time, their incantations did a lot of patching up, for me and the set.”

Heat burned at the back of my throat, and my eyes grew misty. Kasem brushed my tears away with his thumb.

“Thank you,” I whispered. “All of you.” I couldn’t explain how much this meant to me. But he knew. He must have. “Is this your way of apologizing for ignoring me?”

Kasem placed the set on my desk, not meeting my gaze as we both sat on my bed.

“I know you have questions,” he began. “I don’t mean to be distant. I just get like that sometimes.”

“Well, it’s awful. And it hurts.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I wasn’t ignoring you. I mean, I was avoiding you, yes. But I think of you always. I just…” He looked away. “Seeing you with him, hearing you talk about this whole separate life that the two of you built together… it’s torture.”

It took a moment for me to understand his meaning. And then it hit me.

He was talking about Jojo.

“Do you know I switched to finance just because I knew he had no interest in it? It’s useful, sure. But it’s not what I love. But love isn’t enough sometimes. My brother always said that, and I think I’m finally coming to understand. It’s easy to be careless and irresponsible when you don’t have anything or anyone you cherish. But now that I do, it’s eating me alive knowing that love won’t be enough to make up for what I’ve done.”

He looked pained when he spoke, terribly so. “I have something to tell you. And I know that you’ll hate me for it.”

I shook my head.

There were enough secrets at Westfield, and holding on to all of them and myself was like keeping sand from slipping through my fingertips.

“I’ll try to understand,” I said finally.

I held out my hand and he took it, tracing lines against my palm and the lace glove.

“I wanted to tell you, but… I didn’t know how. And what you said in the swamp about how childish I was being when you were all sacrificing so much for me—it really stuck with me. I can’t keep asking so much of you. It’s unforgivable.”

“You’re scaring me,” I admitted. “Just say it and let me decide. Okay?”

Kasem was silent for a long moment, and when he finally spoke, he couldn’t meet my gaze.

“When you were asking about the accidents on campus and the connection to the curse,” he began, “I spoke of Nathan dying in the woodshop. But there was another accident linked to the curse. One that I caused.” He glanced up at me, his expression imbued with pain and regret.

“Your audition to Westfield,” he said. “I started the fire.”







CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Smile, and be a villain

IT TOOK A MOMENT FOR me to understand what he meant. As Kasem spoke, it occurred to me that I hadn’t remembered much about the aftermath of the fire. Nor, I soon learned, did I know what had caused it.

Birthday candles.

“It was the night before his twenty-first birthday,” Kasem explained. “We thought he’d made it. My brother, the perfect golden boy of our family, had beat the odds. He’d graduated from Westfield. And now, in less than twenty-four hours, he was going to inherit the estate that every single one of our forefathers had died trying to claim. The board of trustees wanted him at the performance. If he was going to inherit Westfield, they said, he needed to attend things like auditions. This one was special. A superstar, a child musical prodigy, was going to perform. They already wanted her as a student. She would be the youngest, at fourteen, and her celebrity would help Westfield’s prestige.”

I was trembling before I could stop myself. Kasem reached for me, but I pushed him away.

“I’m sorry, Sianna.”

I shook my head, swallowing against the burn in my throat.

He was the reason for the fire. He was the reason my parents and so many others had died that day.

“Do you want me to leave?” he whispered. “You won’t have to see me again. When the curse has its way, I hope you’ll feel avenged.”

In that moment I hated him, more than I had ever hated anyone or anything until that point.

“Don’t make this about yourself. Don’t you dare!” I screamed.

He wrapped his hands around my wrist, gently, making sure to avoid touching my burnt fingertips. Not because he was afraid of what I would see in his past, but because he knew in that moment that if my visions overtook me, I’d drown in the past, suffocate from the grief he was responsible for.

“I’m selfish,” he whispered. “I’ve never pretended to be anything but that. There’s no explanation that can make what happened right. I know that. I’ve lived with it ever since that night.”

I wrapped my arms around myself, my tears consuming me. “You took them away from me. You took everything. And my powers, I never wanted them. I never wanted to be like her.”

Kasem held me even as I screamed and cried and fought every part of me that wanted to sink back into him.

I wrapped my arms around his neck, my tear-stained lashes brushing against his skin. And my heart, as wild and raging as it was, steadied at the warmth of his touch—treacherously, I was drawn to him.

“Tell me everything,” I whispered.

“Are you sure?”

“You want me to hate you,” I said. “And in this moment, I do. But Luke was right. If you and this school keep burying the past, then we all become victim to it.”

Kasem pressed his eyes shut to compose himself. His body and his soul, both weakened, strained to keep him together.

“I would deserve it if you hated me forever,” he said. “I’m sorry, Sianna. I’m so, so sorry.”

I crawled into bed, hiding my tears beneath the sheets. It took a moment, but Kasem lay beside me and cradled me in his arms, even as a part of me wanted to turn him away. The sound of his shallow heartbeat brought more tears to my eyes. I hated this. That even as I mourned because of him, I was mourning for him, my traitorous heart torn in two.

“I was fifteen,” he said. “And as much as I hated being the broken one in our family, I loved my brother and wanted to be like him. I never resented Ojore—Jojo. I never wanted the Westfield inheritance. You have to believe me.”

If he wanted reassurance from me in this moment, I couldn’t find it in myself. I could listen. That was the most I could offer him.

“Mother had us celebrate during intermission, right before you went on. We weren’t supposed to have lighters in the building because it was old, and things caught fire easily. But that night was special, and we broke the rules and lit candles for my brother. Everything was fine, until it wasn’t. Alaster was there with his father, the president, and Honey’s mother, a representative from the board of trustees. Her mother informed us that the Board didn’t think Jojo was experienced enough to inherit Westfield, that they believed the estate should remain under the management of the conservatorship.

“It was a blatant disregard for the agreement that we had long ago forged, and the president and Alaster argued with her for a while, but then they capitulated. They always do when it comes to the Board. And I was furious. I felt betrayed. I know my brother did too. A fight broke out. I started it. But as young as I was, Alaster didn’t care about hitting a kid.

“It happened so fast. Alaster hit me. I must have knocked into a panel. The candles must have caught some wood or fabric. The flames erupted. We tried to put them out, but they seemed to spread everywhere. Jojo tried to take me and our mother to safety, but he couldn’t. We were trapped, the three of us. The curse had come to claim him. And so I told him we should perform the ritual of disinheritance.”

My heart raced. He’d told me about the ritual. Jojo had too. But they’d never shared how it was done.

“Mother tried to warn us,” Kasem said. “She said the ritual would transfer the curse from Ojore to me. And though it would grant us a few years, at least until I approached my twenty-first birthday, there would be a price. One that we’d both have to pay.

“Jojo was ready to accept his death. He just wanted me and Mother to escape. So I forced him. I performed the ritual and made him complete its final rites.” Kasem raised his hand, flexing it in the fluorescent light above us.

“You need a blade, fire, and a person for the curse to be tethered to—a person who is blood of blood. The switchblade, the one Duncan took from Winhall, was on display near the auditorium. I broke into that display and we got the first item we needed for the ritual. There were flames everywhere—fire, the second requirement—and I was the one we’d transfer the curse to. Mother marked the blood debt on Jojo’s lower abdomen. She took the beads of protection from him and then made him string the beads on my wrist. Her affinity was of sound, and when we chanted the incantation, there was a chill in the air, a wind just like the one in the clearing. The fire settled, receding from the three of us. We were saved. And I was the new heir, not him.”

“But that fire didn’t settle down,” I whispered. “It grew vicious and wild. It killed people backstage and in the auditorium.”

Kasem closed his eyes.

“I tried to help them. I did. And Jojo, he wasn’t running away like the Board later claimed. He was with our mother. After the ritual, her eyes had rolled back into her head, and she wouldn’t wake up. It was like she was asleep, but in pain—like she was communing with all the lives the ritual had taken. And even though Angelica and the sisterhood tried to wake her, they never could.”

“And that’s why Jojo hates you,” I whispered. “He blames you. For the fire. For what happened to your mother. For what he lost through all of it.”

“And I blame myself too. It’s why I’m not running from my curse. It’s why I’m facing it.”

“Because you stand to gain from it,” I said, angry, trembling, aching. “You’ll inherit Westfield and the estate and all that comes with it. And then Angelica and the sisterhood or expensive doctors can help you wake your mother from her coma so you can go back to your elitist lifestyle. You sacrifice people because you think your life is worth more than theirs.”

Kasem flinched at my words.

“That’s really what you think of me?” he said. “I imagined you might. But hearing you say that when that couldn’t be further from the truth… How can you even look at me if that’s how you truly feel?”

There was sadness in his expression, anger and pain and regret.

I shook my head. I didn’t know what to think or what to feel.

“You and your brother ruined my life,” I whispered. “And then you let me fall in love with you.”

This was the secret that Jojo had tried to hide from me, the reason he’d never let me look into his past or know the comfort of his touch until recently.

But Kasem, he’d bared himself to me, all of him, even the part that was so raw and broken it seemed irredeemable.

I hated him for that. I hated him so much.

“Did Jojo know who I was the whole time? That I was the performer in the auditorium.”

Kasem hesitated. “Maybe not at first. I didn’t realize until I saw the flyer for your psychic stall, and it all clicked.”

“And you were meeting Jojo that day. He told me that.”

Kasem nodded. “To give him the money—my version of a bribe to keep him from taking the job the Board was offering him. I knew he’d been barely making ends meet and that he might be desperate enough to accept it. He’d basically cut ties from our family after everything. No one had wanted the inheritance more than my brother. He was like our dad. He’d go to his grave if it meant the chance of inheriting Westfield.”

Jojo had said the same words, but the opposite. That it had been Kasem who would have done anything to inherit the estate. But hearing both their stories now, I understood. Jojo had been projecting his own desire for Westfield onto Kasem.

It explained the intensity of Jojo’s hatred for the school, even when we’d first befriended each other. Whereas for Kasem, as much as he claimed to have no interest in Westfield, he cared about its students. To him, inheriting Westfield and dismantling the board of trustees and the conservatorship was his sole priority. Even as he assimilated into their world, he rebelled against it with his whole being, while Jojo had wanted to be accepted by them.

Jojo had wanted the inheritance but was forced to relinquish it. And Kasem had never wanted it, but it was now his to bear.

“Jojo would rather have died than pass the curse along,” Kasem said. “In the aftermath of the fire, when I woke with the mark of the curse, it was then that I realized the true cost of the ritual. It was tangible, painful, destructive. A life for life. Blood for blood. The deaths that night were the price of the ritual of disinheritance.”

“So what does it mean now?” I asked. “Will the curse revert back to him if you aren’t able to inherit Westfield?”

“If I live past my twenty-first birthday and inherit Westfield, he’ll never be able to return to the university grounds. But if I die by the hands of the curse, he’ll be able to remain at Westfield but will never inherit it. The new job is probably the Board’s way of grooming him for whatever position they’ll offer him once I’m gone.”

Every piece of me wanted to scream, to hurt him and Jojo for what they’d taken from me because of the curse, because of their attempts to escape its hold. But I couldn’t. Even as I hated them, I knew the truth: They were victims too, cursed to die every generation because of an inheritance, a history, a future that had been stolen from them.

Pain cut through Kasem’s expression, churning like embers in his soft brown eyes.

He took my hand, unclipped the button at the base of the glove.

“Can I show you the rest?” he asked.

I nodded despite myself.

Warmth sparked in me as he kissed the back of my hand and then slipped the glove off. With my fingers laced through his, I focused on his touch, on him here in the present, even as flashes of his past emerged in a vision: Kasem at fifteen, watching flames engulf the world on the heels of the ritual. A life for a life. The two brothers had swapped destinies and all of the lives lost in the fire were the price they would pay.

I hadn’t wept about the fire in years, but hearing it now, seeing the vision of that day again through Kasem’s memory, I couldn’t stop crying. It was excruciating. And what’s worse was knowing that my loss was tied to them.

“What do you see?” he asked, softly, gently.

“The fire. The flames. Death. Everywhere.”

I kept going, desperate to charge on.

“You went to all of the funerals. My parents’. The ones for the other students auditioning who’d been in the audience and died. You attended all of them.”

The vision jumped forward, on and on, and Kasem told his story as it unfolded in my mind.

“I had to grow up fast after that. We all did,” he said, acknowledging how my own life had irrevocably changed after the fire. “But I had the Westfield estate bequeathed to me after Jojo was forced to sign some papers rescinding his right to the inheritance. I’d always been on track to start college early. Our parents had planned that in case Jojo died young because of the curse. And I didn’t mind it back then. All those tutors, all that studying. It let me escape from everything else.

“But do you know what it’s like being fifteen and surrounded by adults, having to perform like them and act like them, when all you wanted was for your parents to look at you and tell you that you’re enough? I think, in those five years, I crammed all of these experiences into my youth, because I knew I wouldn’t have long to live.”

The vision flashed forward to Kasem at Westfield as a student, fifteen and rebellious, angry and lost; a young boy in a world of adults, desperate to prove his worth, to be accepted in a place where no one else looked like him. I watched him argue with a board of grown men and women about extending a scholarship for a young musician, as well as creating a remembrance fund for those who died in the fire. They’d mocked and shunned him, but Kasem crafted handwritten letters to those affected by the fire anyway.

I’d received his first letter and the many that followed. And as news about the letters spread, the Board had no choice but to follow through with his demands. The money they’d used as funding had come from his own allowances.

Time passed, and later that year, Kasem found himself on Westfield’s swampy grounds. He’d been hazed by Sigma, stripped and bound in the swampy vestiges as the silver wraith lurked. He’d climbed a tree, crawled into its safety, weeping and calling for his parents and a brother who had long since abandoned him.

When Sigma welcomed him into their brotherhood, as false as it was, it had been the only form of protection or safety he’d ever known, even as they’d treated him as a prop. He was a fifteen-year-old undergraduate, partying and drinking like the adults, engaging in pseudo-intellectual discussions due to the unmitigated need to prove himself. As a child in an adult world, even an academic one, Kasem had become a spectacle, deprived of the youthful innocence every child was entitled to.

It’d been like that for me too. In the music circles I’d been in, the performances, the daytime TV circuit, the industry parties. At thirteen, I’d been exposed to a world that had no room or protections for a child. For a long time, I’d thought I couldn’t relate to people my age. I’d wanted so badly to prove that I wasn’t the child that the adults in the entertainment industry often teased me for being. Yet in the same breath, as they were fixated on my innocent youthfulness, so too did they rob me of it.

The vision jumped yet again, to Kasem at Center City Mall, browsing the pawnshop with Pete and Jay, offering me money in exchange for my help. When he’d approached the front desk, he’d wanted to confess his role that night and beg for my forgiveness, but he hadn’t known how, hadn’t thought he’d had any right to it.

“I’ve never been jealous of my brother before,” Kasem said. “Not over the estate. Not for anything. I’d already accepted the curse and what it meant. I’d given up on myself just as he and everyone else had given up on me. That’s why I went to the pawnshop that day. It wasn’t because I wanted you to save me or to break the curse. And it wasn’t to use you or out of spite for my brother, like Jojo believes.”

Kasem swallowed. “It was because I didn’t want to keep being that burden who brought him back to Westfield—even if it meant I’d try and bribe him to keep him away. I was ready to die. I wanted to know how it would happen so I could face it. All of our lives we’ve been holding on to this, and I thought maybe if I proved to him that taking the job and being part of the Board wouldn’t break this cycle, he’d finally be free of Westfield. And if I’d died that night in the alleyway, Sianna, you wouldn’t be suffering as you are now with your powers. You and my brother would be happy. But I took his destiny. I took everything from him. And yet it’s not enough.”

The cool wetness of tears dampened Kasem’s lashes, falling against my cheeks.

“I thought I was ready for death,” he said. “I thought I could let go, but I can’t. I want to be with you. I want to hear your voice every day. I want to be the reason for your smile, to laugh with you and hold you, and paint landscapes and still life paintings while you play piano. I want to do right by every single person who’s died because of the curse and Westfield. And I want to do right by you and my brother. But I can’t. I’m sorry.”

I wanted to push him away. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t forgive myself for it. And yet, I couldn’t let go either.

“I’m not asking for your forgiveness, Sianna. But I never meant for any of this to happen. Not the fire. Not your powers being bound to my lifeline. None of it,” he said, the confession broken and earnest, overtaken with longing and pain as it spilled from his lips. “And I know it’s selfish of me—loving you when I know he does too. But I love you, Sianna. I do. And I’m not sorry for that.”

I turned away from him, hiding my tears. His words were a knife to my heart, torturous, indulgent, severing my doubts even as they tore at my guilt.

“You’ll be twenty-one soon,” I said. I could barely breathe through my tears, but I forced myself to speak. I needed to focus on what was ahead and not on how my heart beat for him.

“We need to stay focused, keep you alive, and follow through with the plan. When we break the curse and bind you back to your body, we can banish whatever spirit is trapped in the blade. You’ll inherit Westfield and I’ll be free of our bond.”

Pain coursed through me even as I spoke, but it wasn’t a migraine or my powers. It was every piece of me, my heart, my soul, all of me, breaking as I said the next words.

“We’ll never see each other again when this is over. That will be our new agreement.”

Kasem was silent.

“Is that what you want?” he said finally.

His words were mangled with pain. I couldn’t look at him because if I did, my lie would unravel and so would I.

“It is.”

“Then I accept. And we’ll say goodbye then. Forever.”







CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

To seek the light of truth

MY DREAMS WERE OF HIM. Even with him gone, my heart stayed with him. I wanted him to hold me, to kiss away my tears. I wanted to lie in his arms, the two of us piecing together our broken truths.

Whether I was capable of admitting it or not, it had been the curse and its ripple effects that had caused Kasem and Jojo to complete the disinheritance ritual, and the curse had been the reason for the deaths that night. Because just as much as my family and I were victims of the tragedy, so too were Jojo and Kasem.

But he was gone when I awoke, and morning brought the new weight of everything I’d come to learn, one that made my heart feel like it was being split into a thousand pieces. So I pushed my feelings down, buried my heart with him, and prepared for the vigil. It was scheduled for December 6, the final day before Kasem’s birthday when the curse could be fulfilled.

Theta and Sigma were handling the preparations. Provost Henning and the faculty gathered Theta in the conservatory, while Sigma helped the waitstaff prepare drinks and light appetizers in the dining halls.

The building itself was a massive greenhouse built to hold hundreds of visitors and was made entirely of glass. Wild foliage and immaculate plant life filled every inch of it. There were benches for visitors to sit on and a path weaving throughout the greenhouse for exploring. At the center of the conservatory, someone had set an upright piano. Thetas decorated it with intricate vines, twisting the leaves around each of the piano legs and placing lilies on its lid. And just a ways off, framed portraits of the students who’d died during the hazing were propped up and shrouded in mourning wreaths.

“It will be a procession,” Provost Henning explained as we completed the final preparations for the service. “The vigil itself will be held in our auditorium, and when it’s finished, we will lead visitors to the conservatory to say our goodbyes and donate to the families. Our pianist will be here, playing throughout the event.” She turned to me. “Any questions?” she asked.

No one spoke.

Like everyone else, she was dressed entirely in black, and the sharp contrast of the moth veil and robes she wore against her silver hair and aged figure made her look like one of the ghosts haunting Westfield.

In the glass panes of the window, I caught my own reflection. One of the Thetas had lent me a long, flowing dress with a corset bust for the occasion, and I wore it with the lace gloves Kasem had given me. Over my shoulder, I carried the satchel with the switchblade hidden inside.

The tight, curly ringlets of my hair splayed all around me like a halo of clouds, the front of which I’d braided into cornrows and woven with flowers. Since Greek life was on probation, bids were postponed. But Honey, my Big, draped Theta’s veil over me and the other pledges in a makeshift ceremony.

Professor Enlex handed me a folder of sheet music that I’d be playing throughout the night. “You can practice now, if you’d like. Though I’m sure you’ll be perfect when the time comes.”

I took the folder from her and sat in front of the piano, but I didn’t play. Instead, I spent the last few hours until the vigil reading the music and taking the notes to memory, my fingers hovering above the keys, practicing as if I were really playing. At one point, my fingers accidentally struck the keys, and I recoiled as the soft notes of Chopin echoed through the conservatory.

“I heard a rumor,” a voice said behind me.

I barely turned before Honey was there, scooting me over on the piano bench.

“They’re saying Kasem snuck out from your room this morning. I don’t know why they’re telling me,” she said with a nervous little laugh. “I guess some folks still believe the rumors about us from the maze.”

I stiffened, brushing my hair behind my ear and turning the page of the sheet music.

“People have always thought that,” she said. “When Kasem and I were younger, when we were in the same private school before he transferred and skipped grades to start university early, he made me a ring of daisies and I made him one in return. I told him that even if he couldn’t inherit Westfield because of his brother, that I’d marry him so he could be part of the board of trustees like my parents.” She laughed. “Not like that’s actually how those things worked. But we promised to take care of each other, and be there for each other. Always.”

“Why are you telling me this? You’re with Alaster.”

“I know,” she said. She looked pained, like there was something weighing on her chest. “Mother always said to bet on the winning horse.”

And there it was. The answer.

Her parents, members of the Westfield Board of Trustees and its conservatorship, wanted their daughter with the person whom they believed would eventually inherit the Westfield estate. Not the cursed son of one of its original founders.

“We’re best friends,” Honey continued, the same way I used to talk about Jojo when anyone asked what we were. I knew what it was like being on the other side of an unrequited love that had bloomed from friendship. But it was different for me now.

In the distance, one of the staff announced that the vigil would be starting. Waiters carrying bottles of glittering white apple cider entered, standing in formation across every entrance to the greenhouse.

Honey waved for a waiter to bring her one of the ciders. When the man did, she slipped a small flask from her purse and poured its contents into her drink.

“You want some?” she asked.

When I shook my head, she took a swig and put it away before sipping on her spiked cider. The diamond ring on her finger flashed brilliantly.

“Do you know it’s an heirloom from Alaster’s side of the family,” Honey said, admiring the ring coolly. “Since my parents are supposed to be attending the vigil today, Alaster decided that we should surprise them with the good news and be public about us—I mean, more public than I was at Theta House.”

“It’ll be good publicity for Westfield too, I’m sure.” An engagement between its elite families on the heels of a heartbreaking vigil. What better way to get ahead of the negative public press than nuptials?

Honey smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her lips.

“Look at you, thinking like a Saint James already.”

She stood then, taking her flute of cider, and glanced at the piano.

“Have you gotten Jojo to agree to the binding ritual?”

“Not yet,” I said. “But I will.”

She seemed skeptical but didn’t comment on how time was running out. Instead, she nodded in Alaster’s direction, her gesture discreet.

“I’ll be staying close to him, in case he tries anything. This engagement, as orchestrated as it is by our families, has some benefits. That should give Angelica and Vivian time to do the binding ritual.”

It was really happening. Everything we’d been working toward would finally be put to the test.

“Be careful,” I said.

Honey gave me a rueful smile.

“You too. And good luck tonight. I’m sure it won’t be easy playing in front of an audience again.”

She didn’t mean it as a slight. Or maybe she had. I didn’t know. But when Provost Henning gave the last call and then the doors opened for the guests of the vigil, I stood, my heart beating in my chest, the sounds pounding against my ears, making me faint and nauseous. Inside the greenhouse, there was nowhere to go or hide.

The doors opened.

The vigil had begun.







CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

A madness most discreet

THE GREENHOUSE WAS SUFFOCATING. FROM the tangles of flowers and plants, every seat in the glass enclosure was filled to the brim. Westfield students donned black in mourning for the vigil, many wearing their Westfield blazers, while alumni and family members sat in their midst, their quiet sobs filling the silence before my performance. I’d barely played all semester, and now they were all watching me, waiting for me to strike the right key.

Provost Henning sat the president and members of the board of trustees at the front of the audience, in a separate section. Even the flutes they drank from were different from everyone else’s: silver and gold, a special selection from Theta and Sigma, the drinks inside red wine.

I spotted Kasem, perched in the back, dressed in a black three-piece suit with Westfield’s lily emblem. Like the other members of Sigma, he’d brought a mask with him, his the silver vulture from before.

Honey and Alaster sat next to him, Honey dressed in black and wearing her Theta veil, Alaster dressed in a red suit with a silver vulture mask as well. Like the board of trustees, Kasem and Alaster held golden flutes. Honey leaned over Kasem and whispered something in his ear before fishing his drink from him and exchanging it with her own.

My heart ached for him but I looked away, searching through the crowd for Vivian. She was supposed to be incognito, slipping in and out of the audience to keep a watchful eye on Jay’s possible appearance in the last hours before Kasem’s birthday.

A hand fell on my shoulder and I nearly jumped as Provost Henning leaned over me.

“We’re ready to begin,” she whispered.

I gave her a curt nod, glancing down at the piano as she retreated to stand in the back.

Trying to calm my beating heart, I closed my eyes, counting down as silence filled the greenhouse.

This wasn’t just for me. This was for every student at Westfield who’d been a victim of the curse, and for the ones still caught in Westfield’s twisted web of death.

It was supposed to be “Ave Maria,” and yet Chevalier’s “Scena” from Ernestine emerged in C Minor as I played. My fingers flew across the keys, each note a rebellious overtone of the spirits haunting Westfield, even those the school and the curse had tried to smother. I thought of my parents and the fire, of Kasem and Jojo, Vivian and Luke, Sarah and Danny, and all of the students who’d become casualties to Westfield as an institution. Faster and faster I played, letting the roaring melody consume me and everyone in the room in that moment. All of the loss, the grief, and the hope that lingered collectively in me and those around us, all of it coursed through my tragic rendition of the song.

When I finished, the audience was silent.

Kasem was the only one standing, his mask held at his side. His eyes were bright, and soft pride bloomed in his smile, as broken as it was. My hands were shaking. I didn’t realize they were until I stood for the applause that never came.

“Until the true history of Westfield is recognized,” I said, “then we will all be victim to the past.”

I bowed to silence and then I left the greenhouse.

There was a rush to the front. Professor Enlex and Provost Henning called for me to return, my phone pinging over and over again as merit points were deducted from my student profile.

I pushed open the door to outside, typing a message to Jojo, asking him where he was. His response came quickly. He was in an empty lecture hall, not far from the greenhouse.


I’ll see you soon.



In the dark, my footsteps were muted against the rush of wind whipping through campus as a storm approached.

“Slow down.”

Kasem had followed me from the greenhouse. Through the curtain of Theta’s veil, I could see him only partially, his tall figure stark against the shadowed night and the milky moonlight that beamed down on us.

“What are you doing?” I said. “The president’s about to give his address.”

I brushed strands of my hair from my eyes. It and the veil fluttered wild and foreboding in the wind as Kasem drew closer.

“I’ll go back soon.” He glanced at the greenhouse. “Honey told me you got Jojo to agree to the binding ritual.”

I didn’t answer him, just smiled, even though it didn’t reach my eyes, even though Honey had lied on my behalf.

“If he’s doing this, it’s because of you. The two of us will do anything for you.”

“Except be honest. At least, with me. That’s one thing you both have in common.”

Kasem hesitated.

“I suppose it is.” He was silent for a long moment, tentative, as if he wasn’t sure what he’d say or how I’d react to it.

“I have three more hours until midnight. If I don’t make it—”

“You will,” I said, cutting him off. “We’re going to break the curse.”

Angelica had been a practicing affinity wielder and a member of the Ԑnhye for decades. Vivian had every inch of the greenhouse on watch, and even Honey was staying close to Alaster to keep him in her line of sight. Whatever happened, we would be ready. We’d made sure of it. All that was left was finding a way to get Jojo to do the ritual.

“I just wanted you to know that you were brilliant tonight,” Kasem said. “That whatever you choose to do, whether it be finishing out your time at Westfield or something else, you don’t have to play for others. Play for you.”

I wrapped my arms around myself, shivering in the cold, my heart hammering in my chest. The vigil was another reminder that this wouldn’t work. My feelings for him, the grief I carried always—none of it would just go away. So I forced myself to give us both closure.

“I can’t be with you, Kasem. I can’t love you.”

It felt like a lie, all of it, and yet the thought of forgiving him, of loving him despite everything, felt even more impossible.

Behind us, applause spilled from the greenhouse. The president had begun his dedication to the students who had passed away. His speech cascaded into the night, fragments of sentences that rang hollow, even in the dark.

“My feelings for you are my own. I’m not asking you to reciprocate them. That, at least, I won’t be selfish in.”

We shared a look, him with his vulture mask in his hands, me in my veil of mourning. When finally he pulled it over his face, we were strangers again, and his dark stare was brimming with unspoken regrets.

“See you soon.”

“Goodbye,” I answered.







CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

The green-eyed monster

JOJO WAS WAITING FOR ME in the empty lecture hall.

He was dressed in silver, a perfectly tailored suit and tie, and expensive Italian leather shoes, and carried the same drinking flute that the other board of trustees members had been given, though his remained untouched.

“You’re one of them now.”

“In talks,” he said. “But it’s a formality. Whenever an heir relinquishes their claim to the estate, the Board usually swoops them up to be a token symbol of its improved race relations and as a sign that they’ve been adhering in part to the will Westfield Saint James left.”

I remembered how Kasem had mentioned some of his ancestors had entrusted the estate to their children rather than themselves. I wondered if they too had been forced to do the ritual of disinheritance, if tragedy had struck others around them as they exchanged their lifelines. And then, when the heir was set to die, had they watched in relief, knowing that they’d be able to finish out the rest of their lives?

“Was that before or after you found out that Alaster and the Board were trying to kill Kasem?”

Jojo hesitated.

“Why won’t you help us?” I demanded. “Kasem told me about the cost of the disinheritance ritual—that unless it kills him, you can never set foot on campus after he inherits it. And so you want him to die? Just so you can remain at Westfield?”

“Of course I don’t want him to die,” Jojo snapped. “I don’t want any of this. I came back to Westfield, even though I knew he didn’t want me here to protect him.”

“Then help us. We have until midnight for the binding ritual. I’m sure you know Kasem’s a wraith, so help us return his soul to his body so he can live once the curse breaks.”

“You don’t understand,” Jojo said.

“No, I don’t. If you want Kasem to survive today, then what’s stopping you? It’s not Westfield. It’s not Alaster. So is it about your mother? If you blame him for what happened to her because of the ritual, know he blames himself.”

“That’s not the reason either,” Jojo said. “Though I was angry at him, at both of them, for that day.”

“Then what is it, Jojo?” I said, shouting now. I thought of Kasem’s words in my dorm, how he’d admitted to Jojo being in love with me and that he was too. But that was ridiculous. “Don’t tell me it’s because of me.”

We were at the front of the lecture hall, near the projector screen and a whiteboard. Jojo approached me but I retreated. He made to speak but his breath caught, and he turned away, coughing into his hand and gasping for breath.

“It’s not because of you,” Jojo whispered. “Though sometimes I wonder myself.”

Disbelief, rage—all of it washed over me.

“Jojo, you said that it would be delusional thinking you and I could be together. Every time I’ve tried to tell you, you’ve brushed me off.”

“I know. I lied. I pretended I couldn’t see how you felt for me. But I didn’t want you involved in this. I wanted us to be strangers. I didn’t want you to know about the curse or my family. And now, because of him, all of us will be punished. Kasem will die. The blood debt will be fulfilled. And his will shall be done.”

It was the same as with Pete, that unnamed force looming over Westfield. Jojo knew, and all this time, he’d kept it a secret.

“Who is he, Jojo? Tell me,” I shouted, but Jojo didn’t seem to hear me.

He cupped my face, drew me so close that our noses touched, so that our lips were inches apart. It was jarring, seeing him this way, and knowing that something sinister was to befall Westfield.

And yet, this was what I’d longed for, for the moment where I could tell him I loved him. Never could I have imagined that he might love me too.

He leaned toward me, closing the distance between our lips. But I turned away, his mouth brushing the corner of mine, pressing a soft kiss on my cheek. I could feel him stiffen, could see the realization slowly fall over him.

“Do you love him?” he asked.

I wanted to shake him out of his stupor. Of all of the times to confess, he’d chosen now. But my heart was its own captain, and seeing Jojo like this, so vulnerable, broke something in me.

He’d asked the same question Kasem had posed to me months ago. But this time, the answer was there, a song written in my heart. Because despite how I’d denied my feelings, despite what I’d learned of Kasem and everything that had happened at Westfield, I couldn’t lie to Jojo. Not about this.

“I do,” I said simply. “I love him. I’m sorry.”

For a long moment, Jojo didn’t move. I thought he was going to try to kiss me again. And secretly, a small part of me wished he would, just so I could ensure that this wasn’t a dream and I wasn’t giving up a love that I’d built up in my head for so long.

But he pulled away, his expression grief-torn.

“Everything I love, he takes. Everything that’s meant for me, he steals.”

“You’re wrong, Jojo. Kasem never wanted Westfield.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s what makes it worse.” When he looked at me now, his gaze was fiery, wicked amusement curving across his lips. “He doesn’t care about this university or anyone in it,” Jojo said. “So what makes you think you’re any different?”

I pushed past him. “You’re just upset.”

“I’m telling you the truth, Sianna. I’m warning you. I know my brother better than anyone. He’s destructive, selfish, more selfish than anyone I know. The moment our mother was trapped in her mind because of the ritual, guess who threw her in the mental ward?”

“It was the board of trustees and the conservatorship.”

“And I tried to stop them. He just disappeared into drinking and partying—remorseless over what he’d done. He didn’t care about any of the bystander casualties the ritual caused, not even your parents.”

“You’re wrong,” I said. “I saw his past. He showed me it willingly, something you never would until now. He attended every funeral. Every single one. He donated his allowances to our families. He’s the reason I even have a scholarship here at Westfield.”

I’d seen all of it, all of the pain Kasem had felt, everything he’d ever done trying to atone for that day and how he’d never felt it was enough.

“You’re making excuses for him. You know he caused the fire—”

“I know!” I said, shouting again. “I know, all right? And I hate him for it. A part of me does. But I love him too. I know it’s horrible of me to feel this way. But I spent years blaming myself for what happened that night, so trust me, I know what he’s going through. Because if it wasn’t for me, my parents wouldn’t have been at Westfield that day. Maybe none of those people would have died and my powers wouldn’t have manifested. But if you hadn’t traded fates with Kasem, then you would be gone too, Jojo, which means none of this was ever meant to be fair.”

Jojo was defiant. “The disinheritance ritual is a destiny swap, Sianna. Don’t you understand? You and I are supposed to be together. All he does is take, and take, and take. And whatever he’s told you since you’ve come here, whichever of his lies has convinced you that you could possibly love him, it’s not real. Nothing in this place is. And when he’s used you to break the curse, he’ll throw you away. Just like he does everyone else.”

I was walking now, away from Jojo, unable to take how cruel and twisted his words were. Despite how I tried to cover my ears and dismiss them, those words were sinking into my thoughts, seeding questions and doubts.

Jojo pursued me, and we ended up at a door just outside the conservatory.

“I’m only telling you this because I love you, Sianna. I don’t want you to get hurt because of him.”

I spun, facing Jojo, my heart racing, my mind unraveling.

“I don’t care if it’s a lie or if he’s using me to break the curse and get back at you,” I said. “I can’t let him die. I can’t. And you’re his brother. Kasem said you hated him, but I didn’t believe it. Until now. You resent him, Jojo. Even when you were younger, as much as you loved him as a brother, a part of you hated how he didn’t have to bear the responsibilities you did. How he could make mistakes, mess up, and still be loved by everyone.”

I saw it in my vision when I’d looked into Kasem’s past, and I saw it now, as Jojo drew me into his arms, desperate and pleading. My gloved hands rested against his back, his shirt riding up and exposing his bare skin. I channeled into his past while keeping one part of my mind in the present.

“I won’t come between the two of you,” I said. “I told him that I can’t be with him. And I can tell him that I don’t love him. Whatever you want, I’ll tell him. But you have to save him. Angelica and Vivian are waiting in her office. Help us perform the binding ritual. Help us keep him alive so we can break the curse. Promise me you’ll save him. Even if it means he’ll live to inherit the Westfield estate. Even if it means you’ll never be able to walk these grounds again. Promise me.”

Jojo’s lips parted, then he looked away, unable to meet my gaze.

“I’m an awful brother, aren’t I?” he whispered.

“He’s never felt that way,” I said as I combed his lifeline, peering into his childhood. “How could he when after you both lost your father, you worked so hard to take your dad’s place so Kasem wouldn’t know what you’d both lost?”

Jojo at ten, walking a five-year-old Kasem to a prestigious kindergarten and picking him up, day after day, while their mother remained lost in her grief. Alaster’s father had taken the boys in and hired a nanny. Yet Jojo would wake from bed, cook breakfast, play with a young Kasem, and help him with his studies. All of this, I saw in the vision. All of this reminded me of why I’d fallen in love with Jojo in the first place.

“You were the reason he loved art, and history, and literature, but never tried to pursue them. He was afraid of being in your shadow or taking away something you loved. You were the reason he was smarter than anyone else in his school from an early age. But you, Jojo, you always had to put yourself second. Westfield was the only thing you had to hope for, your last connection with your father. And when you both got older, and people started comparing you, that’s when things changed, when everything you did out of love for him became poisoned with resentment. You were there in the meetings with the Board and the conservatorship, and you were old enough to understand.”

He’s getting older now. In a few years, he won’t be a problem once the curse manifests. But what about the younger one? He’s rebellious. Listens to no one. Does as he pleases. We’ll have trouble with him. He is the one we should be worried about.

Over and over, Jojo had been in elite rooms with the Saint James family and the Board, where whispered conversations of his nothingness were all he could hear. Eventually, the thoughts rooted in his own heart, in his own mind, despite how hard he tried to fight it.

Yet at the car, on that fateful night of the stabbing, still, Jojo demanded that Pete and Jay take him to his brother.

“Everything that’s yours, your brother covets,” Pete had said, trying to reason with him. “Help us. You’ll be free too when he dies.”

“I saw more than enough with the locator incantation,” Jojo said, pushing past them. He’d find Kasem himself, even if it meant exploring every alleyway and corner of Center City Mall.

But in the alleyway, with his back to them, Jojo hadn’t seen Pete and Jay’s return. Together, they’d slammed Jojo against the wall. Jojo tried to fight them off, but his head cracked against the concrete wall, so hard that he was left winded, his head bloodstained.

When Jojo woke, there was a figure standing over him, watching him in silence. He wore leather gloves that were splattered with blood. When he took them off, a series of rings gleamed on his finger. One of them was gold and engraved.

The man wiped the bloodied knife along his folded gloves. Jojo’s vision cleared. Kneeling above him, his lips curved in a sneer, was President Saint James.

When the president spoke, his mouth moved like a rag doll’s, like his voice wasn’t his own, like a ventriloquist was pulling the strings.

“I’ll need you to clean up for me, Ojore. You can do that this time. Correctly. The Board won’t be pleased if you’re caught, like his two friends nearly were.”

“What are you talking about?” Jojo said. “Uncle—”

The president spat at Jojo’s feet.

“Don’t you dare call me that, boy.”

The president leaned over Jojo, using the tip of the blade to pull Jojo’s shirt up.

“This was the price of the ritual of disinheritance, this scar that binds you to me. Made by this blade, my favorite from the war. Duncan believed he’d defeated me by killing me in that skirmish. But my rage kept me tethered to this blade. Fueled by vengeance, I took his body and trapped a part of his soul, binding it with mine. And when I had no use of him anymore, I slit his throat.”

The skin of Jojo’s scar glowed a bright silver and gold.

Jojo screamed, his body thrashing against the president’s hold over him.

“Your brother won’t have much time if you plan to say your goodbyes. He’s bleeding out fast. You can feel him dying, can’t you?” he said. “If you finish him now, then you’ll be free of your bind. He’ll be dead and you’ll be able to return to Westfield. Can’t you at least admire how well I always prepare? I got you that job, didn’t I? The Board prefers that a disinherited heir at least remains as a symbol of the school. You’ll be perfect for it, Ojore. See how we all benefit in this?”

He turned the blade, holding it out for Jojo to take. But disappointment flickered in the president’s expression when Jojo didn’t move.

“Very well.” He sighed. “We’ll do this the hard way.”

He tossed the switchblade at Jojo’s feet, leaving without the discarded weapon.

For a long time, Jojo stayed there, his hands trembling, his breath caught in his throat.

But then his phone rang.

It was Angelica.

“Have you heard from Kasem? Honey doesn’t know where he is. She was practically in tears last I heard from her.” Angelica’s voice was taut with worry as she explained how Honey and she believed that something had happened to Kasem.

Around the corner, footsteps approached and Liam emerged, observing Jojo’s next move on behalf of the president.

“I told you,” Liam whispered, as if he too was tethered by an invisible force. “I work for them.”

Jojo cut Angelica off. When he spoke, his voice was cold, his words directed to Liam. It was as if, despite himself, he was bowing to the president’s will. “How should I know where he is? Kasem does what he wants. I’m not my brother’s keeper.”

I pulled away from Jojo, returning to the present. His eyes were glassy, guilt-ridden.

“You covered it up,” I whispered. “Kasem’s attack. Who the killer was. We thought it was Alaster, but we were wrong. It was the wraith of General Winhall. He’s been controlling the president. This whole time he was the one behind it and you just covered it up.”

Jojo gasped. Again, his choking fit ensued, but relief flooded over him. Now that I had unlocked a part of the secret he’d been bound to keep, the truth spilled from his lips.

“You have no idea who you’re dealing with. He watches all and is more powerful than Sigma or Theta or the Ԑnhye or any of us.” Suddenly, his eyes rolled to the back of his head and foam teemed from his mouth.

I screamed, wrapping my arms around him, calling his name over and over again, as if that could wake him from his torment.

When Kasem had tried to speak of Sigma’s rituals at the estate, something had stopped him too. An incantation. One of loyalty and secrets. Jojo was under the control of one now. But this was one of rancor and malice, something vile and sinister.

“It’s okay,” I pleaded. “You can stop. Don’t try to say it.”

Blood trickled from Jojo’s mouth. He coughed, gasping for breath, his eyes fluttering as slowly he returned to himself.

Barely managing to speak, Jojo explained in a whisper. “I’m bound to Winhall, to the curse, because of the ritual of disinheritance. He has a piece of my soul.”

I reached for him, pulling him close to me, holding him, as if in some way the beads of protection could shroud him too.

This was why he’d been so distant. It was why he’d stayed away, even as Kasem and I had researched Westfield and the curse. For generations, his lineage had fought the curse and always found a way to withstand it. But it didn’t have to end like this. It didn’t have to end with them.

“It’s only two hours until midnight,” I said. “If we perform the binding ritual, Kasem will live and the curse will be broken.”

He made to answer, but suddenly, there were screams in the distance, voices shrieking in bloody terror. Footsteps raced down the hall, and one of the waiters rushed to where we were.

“The greenhouse,” he said, gasping. “Someone poisoned the drinks.”







CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

We make guilty of our disasters

THE CONSERVATORY WAS A SCENE of chaos when we arrived. Bodies of students and faculty and members of the board of trustees littered the ground, one after another. Some writhed on the floor, choking and vomiting. Others lay still, their eyes empty, broken glass at their feet, their drinks pooling red beneath them.

Someone had set fire to the foliage, and the plumes of smoke caught quickly to the plants, making the glass building a furnace of fire and ash.

It was happening again. The fire. Death. It was just like before.

Fear paralyzed me. But even as it threatened to consume me, Jojo squeezed my hand, pulling me away from its currents.

“It happened during the dedication,” the waiter said, coughing. “Some people fainted after the toast. Others were fine.”

When I’d first come to Westfield, I’d seen a vision of the servers spitting into drinks during Rose and Ivy Houses’ orientation.

“Did someone spike the drinks?” I asked.

“No.”

“You’re lying,” I said. I grabbed his arm before he could stop me and channeled into the past. But what I saw in the kitchen as the staff prepared the drinks was a somberness and grief that had filled the campus.

The waiter yanked his arm away from me.

“None of us would do something like this. Yes, there have been some harmless pranks in the past. But nothing like this. Nothing deadly.”

Groups of survivors trekked from the growing inferno, stumbling into the grass, gasping for air.

Honey and Kasem were among them. I hurried toward them, realizing too late that Jojo and I were still holding hands. But Kasem had already seen us when we pulled apart, and I watched his heart break in front of me.

Instinctively, I whispered his name. But he looked away, recoiling from my touch when I reached for him. “She drank the poison,” Kasem said. He carried a limp Honey in his arms and her parents stumbled behind them. Honey’s father leaned heavily on his wife’s shoulder, both alive, but barely at that.

“Where’s Alaster?” the woman shouted. “He was supposed to be back by now.”

“Get them to Angelica,” Jojo said to Kasem. “I’ll try to stop the fire, and meet you all there.”

I shook my head. “We don’t have long until midnight. If we split up and something happens—”

“Then none of us will be able to live with ourselves,” Kasem said, cutting me off. “I’m one person, Sianna. We still have time to help everyone. Then we’ll meet in the medical ward. None of this changes our plans. Okay?”

Reluctantly, I agreed. “Just be careful.”

When they left, Jojo and I turned back to the waiter.

“There’s a sprinkler system in the conservatory,” Jojo said. “Why isn’t it working?”

“Someone shut it off. Here, let me show you.”

We covered our faces and sprinted past the poisoned guests. Some crawled to the exit, and others dragged those who were breathing and unconscious to safety. Smoke gathered at my throat, blocking my breathing, filling my eyes with ash.

The waiter led the way. Jojo and I followed.

I tried to calm myself, but the farther we ventured into the fire, the more I deteriorated. Jojo could read the panic in me. He held my wrist, pressing a calming thumb over my hand. I closed my eyes, steadying myself. Finally, we arrived deeper into the greenhouse, where there was a large contraption that controlled the sprinkler system. The wires were cut, disabling it completely.

“Can you see who did it?” Jojo asked. Each sentence he spoke was interrupted with coughing. “Maybe there’s another way to stop the flames—”

I nodded, grabbing one of the wires and channeling into the past.

Images flashed through my mind until I rewound the scene to hours before. A figure in a silver vulture mask stood above the wires, watching from a distance as another figure snipped them apart. When the figure cutting the wires turned, I recognized him from the photo Kasem had shown me about the accident in the woodshop.

“Jay,” I whispered. “And a member of Sigma. One of the heads,” I guessed from the vulture mask he’d worn instead of the smaller crow masks.

“Do you know where they went?”

I shook my head, but then, in the vision, my gaze fell to the masked figure’s hand. I’d seen those hands before, and the rings that lined his fingers.

“We need to go to the president’s office,” I said. “He trusts you. Maybe we can use that.”

I released the vision from my mind, and focused on the wires in front of me. Even as the beginning of a migraine formed, I channeled my powers. My affinity drew on the time before they’d been stripped apart. My nostrils burned and the sharp, incessant pain in my head grew stronger and stronger. All of it, I channeled through touch, until slowly the wires reconnected, shifting backward in time to their original, untarnished state.

The waiter screamed, stumbling away. But Jojo moved quickly, activating the emergency sprinklers. All at once, a rush of water and sirens filled the greenhouse, fighting back the flames, slowly and certainly extinguishing the fire.

And then we started running, away from the greenhouse and toward Westfield’s main campus.







CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

Farewell the tranquil mind

THE MAIN BUILDING WAS EMPTY. Despite the screams raging outside, you could almost hear a pin drop in the halls.

Jojo and I were quick to arrive at the president’s office. The door was open when we entered, the entrance empty of the secretary who’d once been stationed there. I texted Angelica, updating her and Vivian on what had happened and where we were. Angelica’s response was instant.


Dozens of students and faculty poisoned. Medical center is overwhelmed. The fan boats can’t get medical attention or firefighters here fast enough. I’ve sent Vivian.



As I read the message, Jojo was at the door, picking the lock expertly. A remnant of his time away from his wealthy family.

Inside, books littered the president’s desk, as if a violent storm had struck only the inside of his office. The computer screen was smashed, and the floor was covered with torn pages. A bottle of gin was half empty, and a stack of student files lined the desk.

Behind us were footsteps.

“This way,” Jojo said, and he pulled me into a standing wardrobe in the back corner of the office where the president kept his coats, wrapping his arms around me and tucking my feet away just as the president returned.

His footsteps were loud, a distinct thump, thump, thump of a military march. He sighed when he entered the room, immediately reaching for a drink and settling in his seat. He was mere feet from where we watched him through the tiny crack between the wardrobe doors.

“Oh, there you go again. I’m sick of your complaining.” He slammed the desk, his voice booming.

“Please spare them. They’re innocents.”

“They are human waste. A blight on the earth. Look at how they tarnish the legacy of this school I rebuilt with their vile disregard for tradition.”

He was talking to himself. Arguing with someone who wasn’t there. My stomach dropped, all my fears and suspicions confirmed.

“Have mercy. I will not let the Westfield estate go to his lineage. One of them has already completed the ritual of disinheritance. The other will be dead soon. Why go to such extremes? Poisoning the students. The staff. Members of the board of trustees. How will we ever repair the name of Westfield if so much blood is tied to it?”

President Saint James screamed, his eyes rolling to the back of his head, the second voice, the one he’d been arguing with, speaking now.

“How dare you defy me? Never again tell me what I should do with my school, my land. My bounty.”

Silver oozed from the president’s mouth; bloodred veins bore into his skin and eyes. One of the rings on his finger gleamed gold. And then the oozing silver goo manifested into the form of General Winhall.







CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

These delicate creatures

WHEN I’D WITNESSED LUKE’S WRAITH, his spirit had been a distortion; something eerie and uncanny. The presence of the general was an echo of that, a mutation of life and death. The general’s figure looked nearly human, as if he had bones, and flesh, and blood. But against his form, light reflected from him like a mirror, the tendrils of his soul dripping red with blood.

This was the truth, the terrible secret Jojo had been forced to keep. All of the changes at Westfield, its attempts at uprooting its abolitionist lineage, how Theta and Sigma altered their own traditions to discard their mission, and the growing power the board of trustees held over Westfield as an institution—here was the ventriloquist behind it all.

At the desk, President Saint James slouched in his seat. He reached for the gold ring on his hand, and just as he tried to pull it off, Winhall was there, slamming the president against the desk, choking him.

“Remove it,” the general said. “I dare you. If it wasn’t for my curse, my diligence in removing the threat of your cousin’s offspring, your family would have nothing. How weak must you and pathetic Alaster be if you can’t maintain all I have done?”

I turned to Jojo. His eyes were wide, trapped in a state of paralysis.

“But the boy survived,” President Saint James said. “You couldn’t finish the job. And midnight approaches.”

“He will die,” the general said. “You will ensure it.”

President Saint James stood.

“Yes, General. It shall be done.”

There was a knock on the door and suddenly, the ring began to glow, filling the room with its radiance. Heat surged around us, and when at last the light faded, Winhall’s wraith dematerialized, returning to possess the body of the president.

The president’s normal voice was back, but when he spoke, it was clear that General Winhall was his master.

“Come in,” he said.

Alaster emerged. He carried the silver vulture mask in one hand and the engagement ring he’d given to Honey in the other. He looked desperate, like a helpless child in the midst of chaos.

“They’ve been poisoned. Honey, the members of the board who attended tonight’s vigil, all of them. I don’t know how it happened. But Father, I think there is an entity on campus causing this destruction. I think there’s a wraith Sigma and Theta haven’t been able to banish.”

The president was silent for a moment. “That’s grave news,” he said. “Grave indeed.” He tapped his fingers on his desk. “What about Kasem? It would be unfortunate if he was poisoned, but I’ve been talking with the Board, and given Ojore has renounced his inheritance and Kasem is the last of his side of your—our family,” the president said, correcting his mistake, “the Board has decided that you will inherit the estate.”

Alaster stared at his father, his gaze shifting between the man standing before him and the door. “What you’re saying is ridiculous. The line of succession is the last of our concerns. We need to help them. Kasem’s already in the medical ward with Honey and the others.”

“So you mean he didn’t drink it?”

“No, it was Honey, she…” Alaster hesitated. “She took Kasem’s glass and drank from it instead. Like she knew.”

“Sigma and Theta did organize the vigil,” the president said simply.

“Under your orders and supervision,” Alaster challenged. “You didn’t—”

“Are you accusing me of something?” the president said, his voice stern, baiting Alaster to say what they were both thinking.

“No—no, I… Of course not. I apologize if that’s how my words came across. I just… I’m taking everything in.”

“I thought you wanted the Westfield estate.”

“I did. I do.”

“And yet you hesitate,” the president said. “This is a golden opportunity. Kasem may not have been poisoned, but no one will know otherwise if he dies tonight. He’ll just be another one of tonight’s casualties.”

Alaster swallowed. “But this is wrong. I—I never agreed to any of this. We can file petitions, make our case for why our side should have the estate. The Board already has the conservatorship. They’re the ones who want me as heir. But this isn’t who we are. You’ve told me that over and over again, since we were children.”

Suddenly, there was a violent crack.

The president had backhanded Alaster.

“Don’t be so sniveling and pathetic. Stay the course and you will have your inheritance. When Kasem dies, we’ll make him the perpetrator of tonight. Understood? But if you fail, I will put this disaster on you.”

Alaster recoiled from the president. For a long moment, silence stretched between them.

He thought he was speaking to the man who had raised him, but in reality, he was speaking to the creator of the curse that had destroyed the Saint James lineage.

“Now,” the president said, “if Honey dies, her spirit will search for that ring. I want you to keep it for her. If it’s destroyed, then her spirit will die forever. And you’ll never see her again. Do you understand that, Alaster? There are a few other objects like the ring that I need to collect. The crow masks from the swamp, and the one you are holding now. The champagne flutes gifted to our current board of trustees. All of them are special. All of them must be preserved.”

The ring, the crow masks, the champagne flutes—they would all be relics that trapped souls. Winhall had been responsible for so many torturous deaths and, in turn, was creating wraiths. They’d do his bidding however he ordained it, whether they pursued the Saint James heirs or killed Poppies to make more wraiths of them.

Everything fell into place in that moment. The curse. The deaths at Westfield. The hazing rituals. This whole time, I had believed that only the Kent lineage of the Saint James family was cursed. But there was another side to the curse, the unmitigated consequence of General Winhall’s reign of terror on the university.

From the botched summonings to the hazing rituals to students like Danny, who’d suffered under the weight of the university’s iron grip, and everyone who’d drunk the poison during the vigil. In complying with General Winhall’s will, all of them became manifestations of the curse, whether they knew they were his puppets or whether they did his will as a way of propping up Westfield as an institution.

“Father, please. Why are you doing this? Ever since you became president, you haven’t been yourself. Remember when Grandfather died? You told me he changed too, when he’d inherited the presidency. And so have you. You’ve changed.”

At the door, there came a knock. Provost Henning emerged, and she was joined by three Sigmas.

“Why haven’t the authorities been called yet?” Provost Henning demanded. “I’ve spoken with Angelica and she said the situation is dire in the medical ward. She’s working on an antidote for the poison, but she won’t have enough.”

“We were just heading there ourselves,” the president said, nodding at Alaster. “Go first. We’ll meet you.”

Alaster didn’t hesitate. He was out the door and gone, leaving just the president, the Sigmas, and the provost.

“Sigmas,” President Saint James said. “Why are you unmasked?”

Without hesitation, the three Sigmas wore the masks they’d brought with them. It happened in an instant. Their heads snapped back; the pointed beaks of the crow masks that now covered their faces oozed silver. Three figures emerged: the Sigmas from the swamp. The ones who had died that day with Luke. They too had become wraiths. And now they were possessing the living Sigmas.

Provost Henning screamed, fainting instantly. One of the fraternity brothers caught her before she fell while the president’s laughter boomed.

“If she’s dead, find a relic to trap her soul,” he said. “For too long, I’ve let her and other faculty exist here without one of my soldiers tethered to them. When the members of the board are dead, you may gift them their own relics, but remind them that I am their creator. And I, who have existed in this infernal form for centuries, demand their loyalty. If they dare defy me, I will destroy them and their relics and curse them to the afterlife with brimstone and fire.”

“Yes, General.”

They left then, the president and the Sigmas, with Provost Henning in tow.

I emerged from the wardrobe, waiting for Jojo to come out too. But he remained immobile, his eyes bright, haunted.

“We have to find Kasem,” I said. “The binding ritual—”

But before I could finish, a chill formed in the corner of the room.

I froze as General Winhall’s wraith emerged before us, towering and clad in the pale gray uniform in which he’d died.

“I didn’t expect this betrayal from you, Ojore. But then again, I’ve been too lenient.”

Jojo stepped between us, shielding me from the general’s view.

“I’ll do what you ask,” he said. “Just let her go.”

The general sneered. “A negotiation is only effective if there’s something of value to bargain with. You have no inheritance. What could you possibly offer to me?”

I stumbled backward, but the door to the office opened and President Saint James emerged with the three masked Sigmas and Angelica.

“Jayson,” the general said, nodding at one of the masked Sigmas. “Return to me my blade.”

The Sigma, a hulking man dressed all in silver except for Westfield’s blazer, took off his mask. Burns covered half his body, and his eyes were bloodshot and red from the fire in the greenhouse. Despite his tragic appearance, I recognized Jay from my vision. But his gaze was glassy. It was him, yet not. He was dead, but his soul was tethered to the mask.

The general had made Jay’s corpse a relic.

I cried out, fighting against Jay’s clumsy strength as he shoved me against the shelves, wrestling the satchel with the blade away from me while the other Sigma attacked Jojo.

The general hummed in pleasure, admiring his own twisted work. “My soldiers,” he said, “reanimated for but a brief period. Of course, they will rot over time. Duncan did when I first killed him and possessed him. But it is a burden to have to share a body with another soul as I do with this current one.” He glanced at Jojo. “After we’ve killed your brother, I want you to test the theory you’ve been researching.”

I turned to Jojo, who had stopped fighting the moment the switchblade was returned to the president. As the president spoke, a soft light emanated from beneath Jojo’s shirt, matching the now glowing blade.

The president—no, Winhall, was performing an incantation.

Angelica raised her hands and chanted too. Her words weren’t in Akan this time but in Jamaican patois, her incantation a fiery benediction I didn’t recognize, and yet I knew it was to counter his spell. Jojo’s head snapped back, his eyes rolling as blood seeped from his nose and eyes.

“Keep trying to break my hold on him,” the general said. “It will kill him. And when he dies, I’ll use his body too. Fitting, for him to be the first subject of his own research.”

The other Sigma grabbed Angelica and twisted her wrist violently.

She screamed, falling to the ground and clutching her broken wrist, unable to channel with her right hand.

When I tried to run toward her, Jay grabbed me, pulling me to Winhall.

“General, you said I was to be the first experiment,” Jay sputtered. “You said she could bring my body back to life.”

He was looking at me now, his eyes wide, desperate. “You have time magic—you can reverse anything. You can bring me back and bind my soul to my body. That’s what Jojo said.”

My blood ran cold.

“Sianna,” Jojo said, pleading. “I did it for Kasem. If he dies, and we can’t break the curse, then maybe we can save him.”

“You were working with them?” I whispered.

“I was researching the affinities of time. I was studying Vivian, focusing on her at first—but you brought Kasem back to the realm of the living, and came to Westfield wielding powers strong enough to reverse the weight of time. It was the only way I could think to save my brother. I wanted to tell you. I swear, I did. But I couldn’t. Not without the president finding out. And with his hold on me, helping you break the curse or sharing why I’d come back to Westfield would have put all of us in danger,” Jojo said. “I wasn’t going to use my research for the general. I was going to save Kasem—even if it meant bringing him back from the dead.”

The general roared in laughter.

“You thought you could betray me? Very well. Let’s put your research to the test,” he said. “It’s almost midnight. And we have a birthday to celebrate.”







CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

Such sweet sorrow

THE GENERAL, HIS WRAITH FORM now separated from the president’s body, led us through a series of tunnels—tunnels none of us had ever seen—that connected to the medical ward. Even Angelica seemed lost as we marched forward. The Sigmas bound our hands behind our backs with their silver rope, so tight that even moving my wrists was painful. But they didn’t touch Jojo. General Winhall insisted he remained unbound.

“I would like to give him a chance to redeem himself. If he can finish what he started and kill his brother, I will put him as the head of the Westfield University Board of Trustees. The first on his side of the family. Do you see how I’ve progressed with the times?”

Jojo spat at the general.

“Forgive him, General Winhall,” the president said, a few paces behind. “He cannot comprehend all you have in store for us.”

Seemingly appeased by the president’s praise, the general nodded and continued leading us through the tunnels. We emerged at a door that led into a hallway I recognized. And in front of the medical center were two police officers.

Jojo turned to President Saint James, watching carefully to see if the general was listening.

“I don’t need your misguided protection from this anymore, Uncle. Help us. None of us stand to gain anything if you let him destroy the university.”

“You don’t think I’ve been trying to stop him?” the president seethed, whispering. “All my life, our side of the family has lived under his curse. Every president forced to be a passenger in his own body while the evil we believed our forefathers slayed still exists. All because Duncan thought to make a trophy out of Winhall’s relic. And now the curse exists and both of our families are haunted by it. Do you think I want this for Alaster? Do you think I want this for myself?”

“Capitulating to him and the board of trustees isn’t fighting, Uncle. Neither is being a reluctant host for his soul. You think he’ll let Alaster live? If my research on the affinities of time is correct, Winhall will murder him like he killed Duncan. But this time, he’ll have Sianna keep Alaster’s corpse animated until her affinity is strong enough for a permanent resurrection. That is the legacy he’s left your side of the family. Death. Horrors against humanity beyond fathoming. Alaster will die too if you don’t face the scourge he’s instilled in your lineage.”

“I will destroy the ring when I die and banish him. I’ve instructed Sigma and Theta,” the president said. “This is where it ends.”

A few feet away, Winhall was giving orders to his wraiths, unperturbed by Jojo and the president’s bickering.

“Don’t you see?” Jojo said. “He infiltrated Sigma and Theta. He knows you betrayed him. That’s why he poisoned the Board and Honey. It’s why he’s unleashed his fury on us all.”

There was no other help coming. It was just us.

The officers stopped us in front of the medical center, and the president nodded to the Sigmas.

“No one leaves or enters,” one of the officers said. But the Sigmas were too fast. The wraiths discarded the bodies they possessed and charged into the officers, forcing masks on them. They too fought the possession, their eyes rolling to the backs of their heads, their screams primal.

Alaster appeared at the medical center’s door, shock written across his face. Just behind him, Kasem held Honey. She was alive. She looked pale, and faint, her breathing shallow. But she was alive.

“Take Honey,” Alaster said. “Now.”

Kasem glanced across the hallway, to where Angelica, Jojo, and I stood.

“Go,” I whispered. “Please.”

He nodded, giving me a look that spoke a thousand words and more, before retreating into the safety of the medical center.

Alaster stepped out, locking the door behind him and staring at the wraith of Winhall with a mix of horror and awe.

“Now, why on earth would you do such a thing as that?” General Winhall said. “Unlock the door. It’s almost midnight.”

Alaster turned past the general to stare at his father.

“Do what the general asks, Alaster.”

The words had come from the president’s lips, but it had been in the general’s voice, his mouth moving in tandem with his puppet, the gold ring, his relic, allowing him to control the president in his separate wraith form.

“It’s the ring,” I said. “If you sever the connection, your father will be free.”

“Sianna’s right,” Angelica said. “Your line of the family has been cursed too, and this is its vestige.”

“Enough,” General Winhall said. “Kill her.”

Suddenly, President Saint James lurched forward, grabbing Angelica by the throat.

Angelica screamed, and Alaster grabbed his father, shoving him away.

“Stop! Angelica’s like family, and Honey needs her help!”

But General Winhall surged forward, knocking into Alaster and possessing his body.

The president screamed, desperate to help his son. “Spare them,” he pleaded.

One of the wraith-possessed officers pulled a gun from his holster. I crumpled to the floor as bullets hit the walls, ricocheting dangerously, their shrapnel plummeting into Alaster. When I looked up, Vivian was there, grabbing the officer’s hands, forcing him to misdirect his shots.

Alaster cried out in pain as the general jolted from his body. And with the last burst of energy he could muster, Alaster grabbed the blade from the ground, turned, and sliced through his father’s ring finger.

The end of the president’s finger, and the ring attached to it, landed near me, splattering blood across my arm.

The president and the general’s cries were a squall tearing through the corridor. He lurched into Alaster’s body once more and then he plunged the knife into President Saint James’s heart.

When he yanked it out, the blade went flying across the floor, blood gushing from the president’s chest.

“This is your penitence.” Alaster was sobbing, yet the general’s eerie laughter spilled from his mouth. “I will take your son, and he will take your life. And never again shall your lineage stray from me.”

Vivian continued to wrestle with the officer for the gun, unable to fully possess him. Each time the other officer tried to yank her away, she disappeared and reappeared to fight them off again. I was frozen, watching it all, but somehow Jojo was quietly in motion, untying me.

“Take the ring,” Angelica whispered when she was freed. “Find the general’s remains, and burn them both. And when you find Kasem, let him return to his body. We have a chance to rebind him.”

With my hands trembling, and my face and clothes dripping with the president’s blood, I grabbed the ring with the finger attached to it, while Jojo managed to retrieve the blade.

Jojo helped me stand, and without looking back, we fled the medical center and ran for our lives. Behind us, bullets and screams rang out. And I knew that Alaster, now possessed by the general, would soon be after us.

“How will we find the general’s remains?” Jojo asked when we turned the corner.

Fighting back nausea, I touched the ring for a moment. The vision was violent. A vile remnant of the past. But between the flashes of war and bloodshed, of cruelty and violence, the image of a small box hidden in the base of a statue emerged.

“The library,” I said. “He’s buried there. Near the statue.”

We raced through the halls, Jojo messaging Kasem about our meeting spot, asking him to come with a shovel and a lighter—all things we’d need for a banishment ritual.

We turned sharply at the door, racing outside and toward the library.

“Take this,” Jojo said, placing the blade back in my satchel. “You’ll need it for the binding ritual.”

We were the first to arrive at the statue. I pointed Jojo to the precise spot and he began to dig with his hands. Soon after, Kasem and Honey arrived, Honey leaning heavily against him, weakened by the poison. Kasem looked worn too. With the veil between the realms thinning, and his wraith form unbound from his body, a soft glow emanated from him, casting embers of gold and silver around them.

Gently, he positioned Honey against the statue and handed Jojo the shovel. When Kasem turned to me, his gaze was fierce.

In that moment, everything else gave way as we sank into each other’s embrace. Kasem kissed me and I drew him closer, kissing him back, feeling safe and whole and hopeful for the first time since the night’s events had unfolded.

“It’s almost midnight,” I said, pulling away reluctantly. “We need to do the binding ritual. Now.”

“Vivian and Angelica are on their way. She can only channel from her left hand, and Vivian is trying to gather spirits of the Ԑnhye to help.” He glanced at my hand, where I was still holding the president’s blood-splattered finger with the ring attached.

“Let me take that from you. We’ll need to burn it with his remains.”

But something was wrong. When I tried to hand the ring to Kasem, the edges of my vision blurred, turning grainy and red. A voice called my name, over and over again. And something inside me told me to listen. Behind us, Jojo and Honey were crouched over a small wooden box. They’d found his remains.

“Sianna,” Kasem said. He touched my cheek, turning my gaze back to him. “Don’t be afraid. We can do this.”

His other hand reached for me, reached for the president’s finger and the ring. But my hands moved before I could stop them, the general’s hold over the ring manifesting. I pushed Kasem away, yanking the gold ring off the president’s remains.

“Sianna, no!” Kasem shouted.

But he was too late.

“You will die,” I whispered, in a voice that was not my own. “And the blood debt shall be fulfilled. His will be done. Or we all will pay the price.”

And with the essence of General Winhall compelling me, I twisted the ring onto my middle finger.

Everything went dark. In that moment, I knew that the future I had witnessed all those months ago in the alleyway was not as it had seemed.







CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

Death will have his day

THE WIND HOWLED ABOVE US, churning in the lightning-cast sky, framing the terrible and imposing form of my statue.

No, his statue. Not mine. Never.

Yet even as I tried to hold on to the thought, it was fleeting. In my mind, his voice was a whisper that slipped through the cracks and filled my consciousness. With his thoughts came his memories too—the day his statue was erected, how he’d watched from other vessels for centuries as all the evil he’d wrought onto the world was swept beneath the rungs of history. He reveled in lies and falsities. He created a board of trustees to peddle these untruths of his greatness and wipe the stains of his iniquity from their memories of him. From their smiles to their open hearts, he bled poison into their souls, and they thanked him for it. Praised him, even, as he made relics of their bodies and wraiths of their souls.

But here was the truth. Here was the reality even he could not escape: Duncan, the white abolitionist who had killed him, and Duncan’s half brother, Kent, a Black man of African lineage and a Union soldier, would inherit the estate. Even as his remains desiccated beneath their feet, that truth would never change.

And so he cursed them both. All of them. And his curse would be that within each, his hauntings would lead to the ruin of Westfield University, the institution they’d built. So when the abolitionist kept his blade as a trophy, he slit his throat, trapping his soul in the relic, and took Duncan’s body as his own. But he couldn’t stay in Duncan’s body for long, not as his corpse deteriorated.

After Reconstruction ended and the board of trustees was established, the general began his collection of Westfield presidents whom he could make puppets out of; first the oldest son of Duncan, who’d been given the role of president after Kent’s natural death, and then his son after that. With part of his soul bound to the blade, General Winhall tethered himself to the family ring and took over the new president’s weakened body and spirit.

With each generation of new presidents at Westfield, he took a new body and trapped a part of their souls in his blade so they would never completely be reunited with their spirit, while tethering his own soul into new relics, settling at last on their family ring. The white side of the Saint James lineage, the side that had descended from abolitionists, would be separated from their origins, and instead he would make them his puppets, forever trapped by his curse even as they denied its existence.

As for the Black side of the Saint James family, he would never allow them to inherit what was owed to them, not as long as his ghost haunted both sides of their family.

And so the curse was wrought onto both lines of the Saint Jameses. The debt would never be repaid and they would be trapped in an eternal cycle of bloodshed.

Kasem tried to pull the ring from my finger, but I clawed at his hands, pulling the general’s blade from my satchel and taking it to my own throat.

“Take it off and I’ll kill her,” I said.

Kasem didn’t let go of me, but he froze as I pressed the blade against my throat in warning. A trickle of blood fell from my neck as the sharp metal nicked my flesh.

“What do you want?” he said, his eyes flicking between me and the blade as a plan churned in his mind. He was foolish to think he could defeat the general.

“I want your body,” I said. “Two souls residing in one vessel is torture, and I have been existing this way for hundreds of years. When your body dies at midnight and you exist as a wraith separated from your relic, I will take your body as my own. You will be mine, and I will inherit Westfield.”

For a moment, Kasem’s eyes darkened, specks of silver and gold churning in his vision.

And then Kasem’s wraith form surged from his body, grabbing my hand and slowly tearing the general’s hold on me. Inch by inch, he tried to pry Winhall’s wraith from my consciousness.

Kasem himself wrapped one arm around me, his wraith form encasing us as it melded with his body. His strength dwarfed my smaller frame, and he grabbed my wrist with his other hand, desperate to regain the knife.

Pain jolted through my body and soul as Kasem and I wrestled for the blade, while his wraith and the general fought for control.

Just as Kasem managed to draw the weapon from my throat, I felt my arm rush forward. There came a violent sound of metal tearing through flesh. My head jolted backward. My eyes circled to the back of my head. I saw nothing but white and darkness as we stumbled forward, both of us holding each other, still embracing, even as a void consumed the world.







CHAPTER SIXTY

He that dies pays all debts

WHEN THE CLOUDINESS IN MY vision dissipated, rain fell. I blinked back to my present, taking in the misty world around me. My body, my mind, were back in my full control. Kasem lay beneath me, his arms wrapped around my waist, holding me. But his grip was slack, his eyes wide, his lips caught in a gasp.

In his hand, Kasem held General Winhall’s bloodied ring.

“Kasem,” I whispered, reaching for him. He didn’t move. And when my hand brushed his cheek, my palms were covered in blood.

His blood.

I glanced down at where my other hand rested on the hilt of General Winhall’s switchblade.

Winhall had plunged it into Kasem’s heart.

“Kasem,” I whispered again, watching his lashes flutter, his gaze dimming.

“It’s okay,” Kasem whispered. “It’s okay.”

In the distance, Honey screamed, her sobs racked with pain.

The general’s wraith hovered above us, ready to take Kasem’s body, but Jojo was faster. He swiftly grabbed the ring and lit it and the box of remains on fire.

There was a horrific scream from the general as his ring and remains burned, and soon, Vivian and Angelica emerged in the dark, not chanting a song of last rites, but an incantation to banish a vengeful spirit. Even Honey, as weak as she was, channeled her affinity for the banishment.

But Jojo’s eyes filled with tears as he watched his younger brother dying in my arms.

“Sianna, you can save him. You have to try.”

I could barely see past my own tears, but for him, for both of them, I would try. I would fix this.

I grabbed the heel of the blade and pulled, screaming as metal cut through my palm. Time churned in my fingertips from where the blade and Kasem’s flesh met. With my free hand, I pulled the bracelet off my wrist and strung it onto Kasem’s.

I heard the general’s blade, heard the voices whispering in it. There were the spirits from Alaster’s side of the family that the general had trapped, as well as the fragment of Jojo’s soul, tethered to it through the disinheritance ritual. All around us, their cries built against the general’s screams as the spirits of the president and his grandfather, and all the lines between them and Duncan, were freed and the general’s soul was torn into oblivion.

Reams of silver and gold light enshrouded us, threading between the realms of the living and the dead, and a flurry of moths led the souls to the realm of the dead.

The general’s spirit was gone.

My tears blinded me, but I channeled, focusing on the power of protection imbued in the bracelet on Kasem’s wrist. That protection existed in the cowrie shells and in the ring dangling from it. There was something woven into the thread too, something from his lineage that remained bound to the curse—a lock of hair, like one might leave in a locket. It was Yara’s, as well as a child’s. Yara had twisted it between the beads as a token for Kent to remember his wife and infant son during the war.

I focused on Kasem’s heart and where the blade had pierced it. Slowly, I pulled the blade out, and with every centimeter it retreated, I rewound time, stitching together blood vessels and nerves, pulling and weaving at the very threads of time in my lifeline, in the lifelines of our distant yet shared ancestors still alive in the bracelet. I leaned on them, called to them, prayed, cried, hummed, channeled all my love and fear and hope and joy and pain.

When finally the blade was free from Kasem’s body, he pressed his hand to his chest. The scar there and the one on his abdomen glowed a vibrant gold. In the distance, the clock struck the second digit of midnight.

December 7, 12:01 AM.

The curse had been broken.

“Happy birthday,” I whispered.

Blood trickled from my nose. And then it spilled from my mouth.

“Sianna,” he whispered. “Sianna, no.”

My body seized. The world became a melding of color and time, unbound and broken because of what I’d done. Kasem pulled me to him, holding me in his arms even as the last of my strength faded.

“Why would you do that?”

It was painful to speak. But I managed.

“To break the curse. To lift our bond. We promised each other we would.”

He wiped the blood from my nose and mouth, kissing me over and over again, his lips soft, his touch tender. I loved him. And I smiled knowing that what I’d felt for him, and what he’d shown he felt for me, was real.

“Then promise me you’ll live too. Promise me you’ll let me hear you play again.”

I promise. Though the words did not leave my lips, they burned in my soul. I promise.

“Sianna,” Kasem said. “Please stay with me, love. Say something. Don’t sleep. Don’t leave.”

But I couldn’t. My strength was gone.

Slowly, slowly, the world faded, and in its place was silence, forevermore.







CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

That which does not burn

I KNEW I WAS DEAD the moment I woke in the garden. All around me, dying roots and decay lay in wait. I recognized shrubs that I’d once called skeletons. And there on a bench, a single moth was perched.

As it fluttered through the air, the sound of its wings was a soft, steady heartbeat, a whisper of voices from another realm. Along its path, it left a glittering trail of silver-and-gold tendrils that led to a small pond that had nearly dried up.

I was at Westfield. In the courtyard behind the woodshop. The silence here was aching, like a memory lost to time. I moved toward the bench, and my hem caught on a mangled root. I was wearing what I had been in when I’d died: the black dress with the corset top, my hair styled as it had been that night, my curls framing my face, the front braided into cornrows. This had been meant for the vigil. Instead, I would be wearing it to my own funeral. Not that anyone would think to plan a service for me. Except, perhaps, for Aunt Louisa. Jojo too, of course. And Kasem. Would he miss me? Would he mourn me now that I was gone?

My heart ached. Tears fell; bitter, hopeless. The droplets floated within the remains of the pond like a slow, hovering stream of starlight, as if gravity didn’t exist here.

On my hands, the gloves I wore showed the burn marks on my fingertips. I pulled them off, thinking of Kasem and how he’d bartered for them for me. How he’d slipped them onto my fingertips once, a shy glint in his eyes, a gentle smile on his lips.

Kasem. I would never see him again. Would I?

I looked around at the death that surrounded me. Perhaps, even if I was gone, I could make something of my new home. I had my powers. I could feel them churning in my mind and tingling against my fingertips. I would make death my home. I would dust away the cobwebs here, sweep the corners, polish the surfaces, and find comfort, whatever that might look like.

I started with a wilted flower at my feet. With my bare palms, I cupped the roots. Their memories were long and fast, spanning centuries to before a building had even existed here, before people had even roamed the earth. Time slipped through my fingers, gathered in my palms, and gradually, the bud sprouted from seeds.

I spent hours going from one corner of the garden to the next, bleeding life into the foliage as time passed. Eventually, all that remained was the pond. I dug my feet into the dirt, burrowed my hands into the soil, which was no longer drying and cracked, but soft and warm from all the plants I’d brought back to life. Again, I channeled backward in time, back to when rainfall and irrigation had made the water source here rippling with life.

Water began to fill the pond, and as it did, I saw my reflection and those of others beyond me. First Vivian, and then a silver alligator that morphed into a young man, a young Melvin. He’d been a wraith too, and now he was free.

Melvin’s eyes were bright, joyful, and free from the rage he’d been bound to as a wraith. Vivian and he held hands, a tender smile shared between them.

Now all of the spirits trapped at Westfield could move on to the other side. They emerged from within the pond, climbing to the surface, laughing, smiling, light gleaming around them as they stepped into the garden and outside to the exit, where a bright golden light would take them to rest. I hadn’t seen it earlier as I gardened, but now I wondered if I could follow them there too.

There were hundreds of them, all trapped here. Students, and faculty, and staff, all of whom had been killed because of General Winhall and his curse.

Vivian smiled at me, and Melvin held her hand as they approached the light on the other side of the door.

“You helped save my family,” Melvin said. “We are forever in debt to each other.”

“No,” I said. “It’s not a debt to be repaid. Never that.”

“Well, thank you, nonetheless,” Vivian said. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too,” I said. “But we’ll see each other soon, I figure.”

She frowned and shook her head.

“No,” she said. “Not yet. There’s life in you.”

They walked to the other side, and as they disappeared, more spirits emerged from the pond. Most I didn’t recognize. But there they were, among the passing souls—faces I’d never thought I’d see again. My mother, my father, untouched from the night the fire had taken them.

As they walked past me, my mother placed her arm on my shoulder and my father did too. Their touch was just as I remembered it: nervous, protective, gentle yet fierce.

When I spoke, my voice trembled.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s my fault you’ve been trapped here all these years.”

“Not your fault,” my father said.

“And not trapped,” my mother added. “Waiting. For you. To see you shine. That’s all we wanted, Sianna Grace. Perhaps we lost sight of that.”

It wasn’t an apology. I don’t think either of my parents had lived to learn how to fully form one, most of all to their child. It wasn’t how they’d been raised. And yet, even a stone may shift in water, even if it was over time, over decades. Through life and death. This was that shift in them. And maybe there had been more shifts, tiny erosions in the patterns their parents before them had shaped.

Maybe I hadn’t recognized the shifts in them, but I saw it now, remembered when my mother had found a charge for a bus to Virginia in her bank statement, how when she’d asked me about it and I’d blatantly lied, she simply shook her head and said that she’d be waiting for me to tell her the truth when I was ready. That moment had been a shift in her sands. At the time, it had felt like nothing. And now it meant everything.

“Let me go where you go,” I said, standing. “I’m ready.”

“We failed you once before, Sianna,” my mother said. “Let us do right by you this last time.”

She took my hand in hers, and we knelt at the pond. At my feet, a bracelet of cowrie shells had emerged on the surface. And at its center, there, carved into the body of the ring, were his initials.

KSJ.

From Kent Saint James, its first owner, to Kasem, its last, decades later.

My father brought the bracelet to my wrist and my mother held both of our hands. When she channeled, I could feel time weaving through her fingertips, could taste the salt and soil of the land on the other side. Light gleamed all around us, and then they wrapped their arms around my waist, kneeling slowly before sending me off into the depths of the pond.

There was a voice on the other side. A soft voice that I recognized as Angelica’s.

Let her go. You have your inheritance. What more do you want, Kasem?

I’d seen this future, had known—no, hoped—that it would be there, at the end of everything. And here it was coming to pass: Kasem, holding me in his arms, brushing lilies away from my cheek as the pond coalesced around us.

“Sianna,” he whispered, his voice strained. “Sianna, please.”

He was trembling. It was so faint that I almost thought it was the water rippling between us until he pulled me closer, his arms circling my waist, his forehead resting against my own.

My lashes fluttered, my right pinkie shifting slightly in the water.

When I opened my eyes for the first time, his warm brown eyes looked back at me like they had that night in the alley. But things were different now; between us, beyond us, and within myself.

A sense of peace overcame me. And, for the first time since I was a child who had first fallen in love with the piano, I let myself dream.
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