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			Content Warning

			This novel contains dark and supernatural themes, depictions of physical and psychological harm, and POV characters who are experiencing complicated grief.

			It is not a love story.

			Reader discretion is advised.

		

	
		
			
				The vehemence of emotion, stirred by grief and love within me, was claiming mastery, and struggling for full sway, and asserting a right to predominate, to overcome, to live, rise, and reign at last: yes—and to speak.

				Charlotte Brontë, 

				Jane Eyre

			

		

	
		
			Prologue
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			At the end of term, on Mabon night, I sneak out of my dorm and head to the Wilds. The last of summer’s warmth lingers in the air and the breeze is scented with fresh-cut grass and eucalyptus. I drink it in and keep my flashlight aimed low as I cross the creek. When I reach the Witch Hut, Jude is already waiting for me. He’s dressed for the occasion, wearing a loose white shirt over his good black jeans.

			His smile beckons me close. “You came.”

			As though I would ever stand him up.

			But he knows how I feel about breaking curfew and rewards my deviance with a kiss. He smells of pine needles and must have already helped himself to a little of the port we keep hidden in the hut, because his kiss tastes sweet and illicit.

			“Are you sure about this?” he asks, tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear and gliding his fingertips down my neck. “If it’s too much…If you’re not ready—”

			It’s true that I’m nervous. Scared, even. But if we’re going through with our plan, it has to be tonight. And when I look at Jude—the flashlight’s beam catching the gold flecks in his green eyes, and his cheeks flushed with the evening’s heat—he is everything I could ever want.

			“I’m sure,” I say.

			He gathers me close and kisses me again, and this time it’s deeper than “hello.”

			“We need to hurry.” He squeezes my hand and nods up at the moon approaching its zenith. “It’s almost time.”

			We work by flashlight, gathering the first porcinis and saffron milk caps along with summer’s last blackberries, and lay our harvest on fern fronds over the blackened fire pit: a feast for the spirits who walk the Wilds when the veil wears thin. We need their blessing for the spell to work. But we also need privacy while we cast it. My eye travels back toward the hut and my pulse quickens.

			Jude follows my gaze. “Everything’s ready inside.”

			We leave our flashlights at the door and Jude takes my hand again before we cross the threshold into the deeper dark.

			The air is hazy and fragrant from the bundle of dried pine needles, blackberry canes, and rose hips smoking in the smudge bowl on the mantel. It makes my head spin when I breathe too deep, and in the spill of moonlight, I see Jude has spread a blanket before the old hearth. A ring of salt and rose petals and a braided length of twine circle its edge, while a single fat candle burns in a saucer at its center, the flame dancing in the draft until Jude closes the door.

			“Come sit,” he whispers, speaking close by my ear and offering me the bottle of port.

			We take our places on either side of the candle and the night presses close. Our initials are carved in the wax and I trace them with my finger, admiring how they glow. I look up to find Jude watching me. His expression is equal parts nervous and wanting as he takes his mushroom knife from his belt and sterilizes the blade in the candle’s flame.

			“It won’t hurt as much as you think,” he assures me.

			I nod, but keep my eye on the sharp edge of the blade as I shrug off my cardigan. Underneath, I’m wearing my summer nightgown with the small flowers and thin shoulder straps. It’s far more revealing than the clothes Jude’s used to seeing me in during the day, and I feel myself blush.

			“I want this for us, Jude.”

			His smile glimmers in the twisting light as he unbuttons his shirt, then he clears his throat to address the shadows.

			“On this equinox night, when the season turns and new ties are formed, we cross our paths to walk as one.”

			He presses the curved edge of the blade to his skin and with quick, decisive movements carves a shallow X over his heart.

			“As we are above, so may we be below.”

			I watch his blood bead along the cuts and my hand shakes as I accept the knife.

			“Take your time,” he tells me gently.

			I feel for the port and swallow deep. Let the alcohol soothe my nerves so I can hold the blade steady as I repeat Jude’s invocation.

			“As we are above, so may we be below.”

			The pain is bright and stinging, the price of the bind. My vision stars with tears, but it’s a small sacrifice for what we’re asking, and Jude’s eyes are steady on mine in the flickering light as he draws his bloody thumb across the cut on my chest, to mix our hearts’ blood.

			“Forever,” he says. His voice is solemn with the weight of his promise as he presses my hand to his chest.

			“And always,” I reply.

			I’m not sure I believe in magic, but feeling Jude’s pulse beat strong beneath my trembling fingers, I know his intention is real. And, for me, that’s more than enough.

			I blow out the candle and Jude’s lips find mine as the smoke curls around us, dissolving our edges in the dark.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1
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				Lyssa

			
			I haven’t heard from Jude in more than twenty-four hours. We’ve never gone this long without speaking. Not even when we fight. From the truck’s passenger seat, I watch the close-planted pines rise tall to shade the road ahead, and the bad feeling that’s been growing inside me intensifies. He should have called me back by now. I check my phone for what feels like the thousandth time since leaving Merton Bay, and my heart contracts when I see there’s a new message.

			Kelso

			
				
					Safe travels into the Void, oh Brainy One.

				

			

			I swallow my disappointment and text back an alien face with a hand making a peace sign, but it fails to send.

			No signal.

			“Shit.” We must have already crossed into the dead zone.

			“Language, Lissy,” Nan says, cutting me a sharp look and shifting to sit straighter behind the steering wheel as we approach the sandstone marker standing proud among the trees. The words Milford School are spelled out in brass letters, backlit against the stone.

			As Nan turns down the drive, the pines form a guard on either side of us and the small, still-healing scar over my heart prickles. I rub the tender skin through my T-shirt to ease the ache and remind myself that reception is patchy where Jude lives; he probably hasn’t seen my missed calls and texts. He isn’t angry. Has no reason to be. And when I see him tonight, he’ll kiss away the unease that’s been eating me up since yesterday afternoon. I can already hear the smile in his voice and feel the warm brush of his lips beside my ear.

			It was just a bad connection, silly. I would never ignore you.

			“I’ll drop you here and go find a spot in the staff parking lot out of the way,” Nan says.

			“What? Why?” I blink and look up to see that the visitor lot is busy with students and parents hauling bags from new-model four-wheel drives and SUVs.

			My heart twists when I notice the firm set of Nan’s jaw and the care she’s taking not to look at me. I usually insist on making my own way to school, catching the peninsula bus to the city and another to the airport, where the school has a shuttle to collect the kids flying in from overseas. It takes longer, but works out much cheaper than driving and saves Nan a seven-hour round trip. She only brought me today because the peninsula bus wasn’t scheduled.

			“No one cares about our car, Nan,” I assure her. “Least of all me.”

			She doesn’t need to know that anyone paying attention to our rust-spangled truck would assume it was our “run around” vehicle and that we were old money—our name and wealth so long established that driving a flashy car for something as mundane as school drop-off would be tacky. Nor does she need to know that no one will be paying attention because I am beneath their notice.

			Jude is the only one here who sees me.

			“I’m proud of you, Lissy,” Nan says, pulling into an open spot and patting my hand.

			I follow her gaze to Milford House, the imposing bluestone admin building overlooking the parking lot. Beyond it, Daphne Milford’s prized azaleas grow tall around the dorms, flushing the same deep crimson as our uniforms and drenching the campus red.

			“It’s just a school, Nan,” I say. After more than a year, I’m still trying to convince myself this is true, and that I’m worthy of my place here. But the words come out callous, as though I’m taking Milford for granted.

			“It’s an opportunity,” she corrects. “One you worked hard for. But you need to stay focused.”

			Given my summer uniform alone cost more than a year of school fees back home, Nan wasn’t thrilled when she found out that my extracurriculars at Milford included a boyfriend. According to her, I’d have plenty of time for love once I’d graduated high school, or better yet, college.

			“My grades are good,” I tell her. “I am focused.”

			“And be safe,” she says, with a loaded look.

			I die a little inside. “Jesus, Nan.”

			She purses her lips. “You need to look after yourself, Lissy.”

			What I need is to get out of the car and away from this conversation.

			“There’s food for families in the dining hall,” I tell her. “I could give you a tour?”

			Nan squints up at the buildings. “Maybe next time. I’ll be driving in the dark as it is. And all these grand old buildings and fancy gardens—I don’t know, Lissy, it’s a bit much for me.”

			It’s too much for me, too. But I love it all the same.

			

			—

			After we’ve said our goodbyes, I head to the front office to join the line of students signing in. Mr. Maddson, our head of IT, is overseeing arrivals. As I wait my turn, my attention drifts to the Milford family tree displayed behind the reception desk. There are photos of each family member during their time at the school, and my eye travels from our founder, Daphne Milford (née Price)—her hair styled in glossy finger waves and her wide smile at odds with her piercing gaze—down the generations to her youngest descendants, Clementine Milford-Sinclair and her son, Jude. He looks haughty and aloof in last year’s school photo—annoyed, I remember, at being made to wear his blazer and to tie back his hair—yet of all the Milfords, he bears the closest resemblance to Daphne. So much so, he could pass as her twin brother.

			“Phone please, Lyssa,” Mr. Maddson says. “Preferably today.”

			“Sorry,” I say, realizing I’m holding up the line.

			I switch off my phone and place it in the bag Mr. Maddson holds open for me, labelled with my name and student number.

			“Any other SIM or Wi-Fi-enabled devices I should know about?” he asks.

			I shake my head and he indicates for me to load my bags onto the airport-style screening machine and step through the metal detector. From here on, my only point of contact with the outside world is the bank of ancient landlines in my dorm’s foyer. The school brands its digital communication ban as “a uniquely immersive and focused experience.” It was one of the things that first drew me to Milford. I loved the thought of being cloistered away behind that imposing wall of pines with my imagined group of friends and our books, a world unto ourselves. But among my classmates, Maddson’s security setup is jokingly referred to as Hell’s Gate, and Jude’s voice is in my ear again as I cross over: Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.

			“An honest customer.” Mr. Maddson grins, handing me my tablet and laptop once my bags clear. Both are heavily firewalled and only useful for schoolwork. “You’re good to go, Ms. Davies.”

			

			—

			I detour past Jude’s dorm, hoping we can talk. But no one’s seen him and there are uncollected papers in his mail cubby, so he must not be back yet. I leave a coded note, asking him to meet me at our place once he’s unpacked, and by the time I reach Henley House—the dorm for twelfth-grade girls—I’m one of the last to arrive. The corridors are an obstacle course of suitcases and duffel bags, and a dozen songs in clashing genres blare from open doorways. My classmates zigzag between each other’s rooms, crash-tackling friends onto their beds and demanding their holiday gossip while Drag Race plays on the common room TV. A handful of girls scream-sing the lip sync and cheer on Aisha Zendakis as she attempts a death drop from one of the tables. Zinzi Leigh is sobbing over the untimely demise of Bruce, her beloved monstera plant, and I almost trip over Verity Kingfisher and Mia Dao, who are sitting on opposite sides of the stairs with their legs outstretched, surrounded by cotton balls and a haze of acetone as they clean nail polish from one another’s toes. They say hi, but in a distracted way; Mia saw Aisha’s boyfriend kiss another girl at a party over the break and she and Verity are debating whether they have a responsibility, as her friends, to tell her. My heart pangs for Aisha as I make my way past them to my room.

			My roommate, George, is sitting on her bed, already in her pajamas and Oodie, and doesn’t so much as glance up from her Switch when I come in. Over the break she dyed her hair a violent red that makes me think of congealed blood and is clearly a shot fired at the school’s “three shades from your natural color” rule. Not that anyone will call her on it. Her nails are dark with chipped purple polish and her eyes are bruised with yesterday’s eyeliner. The overall effect is of a grouchy goth bear just woken from hibernation.

			“Hi!” I say, bright as I can manage.

			George scowls at her screen and mashes what I can only assume is the “attack-with-fire” button.

			“You’re back.”

			“Good break?” I persist, stepping over a pile of her clothes to reach my bed.

			She rewards me with a full eye roll and mimics the slightly lisping way Milford people speak, as though holding a large pearl on her tongue. “Oh my God, the best! And you?”

			“Yeah, the surf’s great back home this time of year, so we—”

			But she jams on her headphones before I can finish. I used to think I must have done something to upset her, but George is rude to everyone.

			I scrunch my nose against the waft of chicken stock from the half-eaten ramen cup on her desk and make quick work of unpacking: plugging in my laptop to charge and adding my winter uniform and warm clothes to my wardrobe. Before the break, Jude lent me his favorite sweater—a deep gray-green crewneck, worn soft with washing. I find it at the bottom of my duffel and pull it on, breathing his woodsmoke-and-pine-needle smell.

			“I’m heading out,” I tell George. “Could you—” I clear my throat, hating to ask her for anything, and raise my voice to make myself heard through her headphones. “Could you cover for me, if Ms. Fennec comes by?”

			She looks up from her game, annoyed, and her frown deepens when she sees Jude’s sweater.

			“Romantic relationships between students are strongly discouraged,” she says, in a scarily accurate imitation of our principal, Dr. Woodcroft.

			“As is supermarket hair dye,” I hit back.

			Her mouth quirks in an almost smile. “Touché. But isn’t there a good-conduct clause attached to your scholarship?”

			I wrap my arms around myself; she never misses an opportunity to put me in my place. “What’s your point, George?”

			“The rules apply to some of us more than others.” She nods at Jude’s sweater. “He can afford to get in trouble.” And you can’t, her spearing look reminds me.

			She’s right: If I cross the wrong line, I’m on the first bus home to Merton Bay to explain myself to Nan. Normally, I wouldn’t risk it. But my last conversation with Jude echoes in my ear, his words fuzzy with static and our connection thready.

			Lyssa!…Where are you?…Let me see you.

			I need to go to him tonight.

			“Will you cover for me or not?” I ask, my voice sharper than I intend.

			George tips back her head and groans. “If it means you’ll leave me alone, then yes. I’ll lie for you.”

			“Thanks,” I say, forcing a tight smile. “I owe you one.”

			

			—

			Stepping back into the corridor, I find the girls who’d been watching Drag Race are now voguing in the hall while Merri Xiang dribbles a soccer ball between them. They’re causing enough of a scene for me to slip unnoticed down Henley’s back stairs and out the fire door. Someone has duct-taped the latch to keep it from fully closing, allowing us to come and go without using our swipe cards, so as far as Ms. Fennec’s concerned, I’m still inside the building.

			As I make my way along the edge of the sports fields, the last of the sun winces amber through the trees. Daphne Milford’s ancient azaleas flame as though lit from within, and the smell of woodsmoke from the dorms’ chimneys mixes with the damp scent of turned earth. A kookaburra laughs somewhere in the distance, but the sound is muffled—the outside world hushed by the dense pines standing sentinel along the fence line. Their shadows stretch long across the grass, and there’s a chill in the air I wasn’t prepared for. I shiver and hug Jude’s sweater tight against me, questioning, for the first time, whether this is a good idea. I’m half tempted to turn around, but the thought that Jude might already be waiting compels me forward.

			The trees seem to close behind me as I imagine Jude navigating the mossy stepping stones across the creek ahead, his dark hair lifting in the breeze as he glances over his shoulder, seeking me out. I follow his phantom steps, gathering up my skirt’s long hem and doing my best to keep my shoes clear of the brackish water. On the far bank, I’m rewarded by the sight of the Witch Hut crouched deep in the trees.

			For all Milford’s out-of-the-way nooks, the hut and the Wilds that surround it are among the few truly private places. The grounds team have their hands full maintaining the fields and gardens on the in-bounds side of the creek, and I’d be surprised if any of the admin and teaching staff even know the hut exists. But for Milford couples, it’s prime real estate—or it was. There are pairs of initials carved with dates and hearts on the hut’s wooden walls that go back decades. Though, no one has ever interrupted us, and I assume Jude’s arranged it that way. He’s clever with things like that.

			I pick my way through the tangle of blackberry canes leading up to the door, ignoring the thorns snagging my skirt as I picture Jude pausing to pick handfuls of berries for our dinner. The vision is so clear that I’m certain he’ll be waiting when I open the door. He’ll have lit the candles in the hearth and will open his arms when he sees me. Pull me to him like there was never any distance between us.

			But the hut is cold and empty, and the bad feeling returns. It’s me who lights the candles. Their tiny flames cast strange shadows over the walls, and the mothy lace curtain breathes against the window, stirred by a draft creeping beneath the door. I tug the curtain aside and hover by the glass, my eyes straining to find Jude’s shape in the deepening dim. He should be here by now.

			As I watch, it dawns on me that I never told George where I was going. No one, other than Jude, knows I’m out here. I didn’t even think to bring a flashlight to find my way back. Didn’t figure I’d need one. Not when I planned to spend the night. The scar on my chest is prickling again, my thoughts turning to the promise Jude and I made to each other at the end of last term. Forever. And always.

			I’ve never been here without him. He makes the space within the hut’s rough walls feel like home. But as evening settles over the pines, the creek, and the sports fields, I feel the cold deepen around me, raising goose bumps on my skin. He’ll come, I tell myself firmly, rubbing my arms. Any minute now. He’ll come. I keep repeating it, over and over. Because I can’t bear to think what it would mean for us if he doesn’t. And I don’t want to be stranded in the Witch Hut, alone.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2
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				George

			
			All my hearts, save one, are broken. My spell slots are empty and I’m down to my last quiver of arrows, with a single wooden stake for a melee weapon. I can see the glowing travel port awaiting activation at the far end of the crypt, but there’s a trio of knife-wielding hellions, untold shadow sprites, and at least one grim between me and the portal. If I take a single hit, it’s Game Over. But I try for it anyway, donning my stealth armor and firing three of my remaining five arrows at the hellions and taking them out, then seeking cover behind one of the tombs while waiting for the grim to make his rounds. When the way is clear, I break for the portal, waving my stake to ward off the shadow sprites. I’m almost there—just three more steps. The portal’s ethereal light washes over me. But even with my stealth armor, running across open ground has alerted the grim. My foot is just shy of the activation point when his scythe cuts me down from behind. My body hits the stone and the screen glows crimson. Game Over. I curse and dock my Switch, giving up for the night.

			I feel guilty about being dismissive with Lyssa. I promised myself I’d Make An Effort this term. She’s the one person at Milford who’s sort of nice to me. Or at least doesn’t act as though I’m radioactive. Which is more than I deserve, given how I’ve treated her. But my defenses have been up for so long, and Milford, like all dungeons, is a resource sink: full of tricks and traps and monsters—it’s hard to let my guard down. Even so, I’m worried to the point of distraction. All day, there’s been a low, anxious hum in the back of my brain. I figured it was the usual back-to-school dread mixed with the stress of twelfth grade. But Lyssa, too, seemed fidgety and on edge as she unpacked, and it’s so unlike her to break the rules. I can’t shake the sense that something is off, something I should pay attention to.

			I reach down the side of my bed, feeling for the Ouija board I keep hidden there. I know better than to keep it out in the open. The last thing I need is for word to get around that I’m dabbling in necromancy. And I’m not so naïve as to believe the board can bring me answers from the Great Beyond. But sometimes, it helps me dial in on my intuition. To reveal things my subconscious has picked up on that I might have missed.

			I set the board on the quilt in front of me. It’s made of thin wood and painted black—an Etsy find—with the alphabet and numbers from zero to nine etched in old-fashioned script on the surface, along with the word “yes” encircled in a sun in the top left corner, “no” in a moon on the right, and “goodbye” bookended by pentacles along the bottom edge. I place the heart-shaped planchette with its creaky button wheels in the center of the board and rest my fingertips lightly on top. Then I soften my gaze and focus on my question.

			Is Lyssa safe from harm tonight?

			My fingers tremble, but the planchette remains still. The notion of “harm” is probably too vague. Not to mention overly dramatic. I can almost feel my inner self or subconscious or whatever rolling her eyes. I try again.

			Is Lyssa with Jude?

			I don’t really want to know the answer, but this time the little wheels begin to turn almost immediately, their axles squeaking as the planchette moves beneath my fingertips.

			NO

			I let out a breath.

			Though, if she’s not with him, where is she? I frown at the board and form my next question. Is he planning to meet her?

			This time the planchette moves swiftly, sweeping across the board in a smooth arc.

			YES

			“All right, enthusiastic much?” I mutter.

			But there’s something weird here. The planchette feels different. As though it’s being controlled by something other than my fingertips. Maybe it’s just that I’m thinking about Lyssa and Jude when I’d rather not. That’s probably the real reason I’m on edge: knowing I’ll have to see them together now that we’re back at school. I hate that their relationship bothers me.

			Hate how much I care.

			How do I get past this?

			It’s a rhetorical question, but the planchette rocks gently back and forth as if considering, then rolls toward the alphabet.

			L T E N

			I furrow my brow, confused. “…Listen?”

			The planchette twitches beneath my fingers and begins again.

			E M I

			I sigh. Sometimes when I’m worked up, I get junk letters. It usually means I’m not ready for the answer. Frustrated, I try to draw back and find that I can’t. It’s almost as though there’s another pair of hands pressing down on mine. Before I can make sense of how this is possible, the planchette jerks, pulling me with it.

			L E E I E T M E N

			This has never happened before and an uneasy feeling stirs within me as the planchette picks up speed.

			L E M E I E T E I N L T M E I L T M E N L E T E N L E T M E N

			And then, without warning, it stops. I’m breathing hard and my pulse is a siren in my ears, but I don’t want to admit how scared I am. Something tells me that would be a bad idea. So I pull myself together and rephrase my question.

			How do I get my life back?

			This time the planchette moves with slow deliberation, stopping precisely on each letter.

			L E T M E I N

			A chill whispers through me as the planchette comes to rest on the N. It had been mid-afternoon when I arrived at school, autumn sun streaming into our room, and I hadn’t thought to turn on the light. Now, I become aware of the long shadows stretching up the walls. With this awareness comes the sense of something observing me across the board. A weighted gaze in empty air. Spooked, I yank the planchette over “goodbye” to end the session and pull my hands clear. This time, they come away without resistance.

			I feel relieved. Then silly. Out in the hall, I hear my dormmates still chatting and playing music. My suitcase sits open and half unpacked on the floor by my bed and my desk is messy with books, highlighters, and papers I should have put away before the holidays. There’s nothing sinister or out of place. I can’t explain what just happened, but I’m fairly sure my life isn’t about to descend into The Exorcist. With every passing second, the idea that I connected with something Other seems more and more like catastrophic thinking. Proof that I need to get my shit together. Lyssa will be fine. Of course she will. In fact, she’s probably enjoying one of the best evenings of her life. If anyone’s in trouble, it’s me. Nine weeks of hell to endure before winter break, and I’ve cracked before sundown on the first night. It’s no wonder everyone keeps their distance.

			I put the board away, in my bottom desk drawer this time, not wanting it so close to my bed. Outside, the waning sun slips beneath the treetops, and there’s a small sound behind me as I slide the drawer closed, as though someone is clearing their throat. It makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I turn to see a figure standing in the doorway, blocking the light from the hall, and my heart clenches as I take in their familiar shape. Jude.

			He’s backlit against the frame, dark hair loose around his shoulders and his face in shadow. I can just make out his searching expression: his green eyes lamplike, catching the light reflecting off the window, and his smile slicing the dark as he registers my presence.

			I duck his gaze, hoping he can’t see the heat prickling my cheeks and hating that he has this effect on me.

			“Hey there, Georgy Girl.”

			His voice is barely a whisper, but hearing my old nickname feels like a finger touched beneath my chin, coaxing me to look up. I resist.

			“Lyssa’s not here,” I say, bending down to grab an armful of clothes from my suitcase. “You shouldn’t be either.”

			I don’t tell him that she’s expecting him. I assume he already knows where to find her. And that she’s not who he’s come looking for.

			Instead, I concentrate on shoving sweaters onto random shelves in my wardrobe, blocking any attempt Jude might make to lure me into conversation. But I sense him lingering. And after a moment, I snap.

			“Are you waiting on written instructions?” Never mind the fact that Ms. Fennec will put his head on a spike if she catches him up here. “Go. Away.”

			The light clicks on, and I blink in surprise at the sudden brightness to see Merri Xiang fanning herself, an eyebrow cocked in my direction. “Coming in hot with that attitude, G. It’s always such a pleasure.”

			“Sorry. I thought you were someone else,” I mutter, confused.

			“Someone you were hiding from?”

			I close the wardrobe and kick my suitcase under my bed. “Huh?”

			“You were unpacking in the dark,” she points out. As though I hadn’t noticed. “And what’s with the hair? You look like you just fought your way through a horror movie.”

			I glare at her. I know it looks awful. That’s the point. I don’t want to look like myself. And it has the bonus effect of pissing off Mom.

			“Did you come here to catch up, Merri?”

			She purses her lips and gives her head a slight shake. “We’re doing the Casting Off in the common room. Shiv’s got the fire lit.”

			I raise an eyebrow. “I thought you were all staunchly opposed to witchcraft?”

			“It’s not—” Merri stops, as though unable to bring herself to say the word, then juts her chin. “It’s a mindfulness practice.”

			“Oh. Okay. Smooth rebrand. Love that for you,” I deadpan.

			“Where’s Lyssa?” she asks, flustered.

			“Three guesses.”

			Merri casts her eye over Lyssa’s side of the room, taking in her floral-patterned quilt and the collection of shells and sea glass on the windowsill. I look with her. Above her bed, Lyssa has a print of John William Waterhouse’s Lamia and the Soldier along with photos of herself and Jude, plus a few snapshots of people I don’t know and she doesn’t talk about, but who I assume are her friends from home. There’s a small stack of well-thumbed Penguin Classics with moody, gothic covers on the edge of her desk—books by Daphne du Maurier, the Brontë sisters, and Donna Tartt. A hair tie looped around the arm of her lamp holds ribbons of lace and satin that pair with the thrifted dresses and skirts she favors on weekends. And tacked on her wall, framed by neat columns of color-coded study cards, is the campus map Jude made for her when he was first trying to win her attention.

			Merri clicks her tongue. “What is she doing with him?”

			“The mystery endures.” I try for droll, but it doesn’t quite land.

			“So…are you coming? To the Casting Off?” Merri asks, not quite meeting my eye.

			I bark out a laugh. “Am I invited?”

			She shrugs like it’s no big deal, but her shoulders are tense. “Everyone’s invited, George.”

			

			—

			I haven’t taken part in a Casting Off in over a year, but it’s been a strange night. Jude’s never risked coming to our room before. He knows better. And there’s an insistent whisper in my ear, echoing the message spelled out on the Ouija board:

			L E T M E I N

			L E T M E I N

			L E T M E I N

			I don’t want to be alone with those words or my churning thoughts. Besides, if the other girls in my dorm want to mess around with spells, they can do it in the presence of the Milford Witch.

			I follow Merri down the hall toward the common room. Laughter beckons us in, but Merri puts her hand on my forearm, holding me back at the door.

			“I don’t know if you heard, but I’m soccer captain this year.”

			“Congratulations,” I say, though it’s not a surprise. Merri’s got her sights set on going pro next year and there’s no one in the Intercol league, let alone at Milford, who even comes close to matching her skill.

			“We need a decent goalie to stand a chance in the Intercol Cup,” she tells me. “Tryouts are Wednesday at four, if you’re interested.”

			I roll my eyes. “I’m sure the team would be thrilled to have me back.”

			“I think they’d be grateful for a win.”

			I look at Merri, searching for the girl I was once friends with—who wanted me on her team, regardless of my skills—but she’s all business.

			“Yeah? Well, good luck with that,” I say, and push past her into the common room.

			Inside, the other girls in our dorm are already gathered, lounging on sagging couches with their feet in each other’s laps or else on cushions and beanbags on the carpeted floor. People are passing around bags of chips and cookies, and someone’s set up music to play through a portable speaker, though there’s too much noise to make out the song. Everyone seems to be talking at once, excited to catch up after the break. I keep my head down and do my best to remain unnoticed, making my way past the kitchen nook to perch on one of the study desks at the back of the room. I feel awkward and unsure what to do with myself without a screen in my hands. I should have brought my Switch. But after a moment, our dorm leader, Siobhan Melchior—Shiv—kills the music and shouts an “Oi!” to get our attention.

			“Welcome back, and all that,” she says, waving off formality. “Most of you know how this works, but for anyone who needs reminding, each term is a new beginning. A chance to leave behind whatever bullshit you’ve been dragging around and start over. Hence the Casting Off—a practice honored by Milford girls since Daphne Milford’s day.”

			I raise an eyebrow at Shiv, which she pretends not to see. It’s been practiced for precisely two years and two terms, since I introduced it in the first week of tenth grade. But everyone seems to have conveniently forgotten that.

			“This hearth”—Shiv gestures to the lit fireplace behind her—“is the heart of our shared home. At the start of each term, we cleanse it with sage and salt.” She holds up a bundle of dried herbs and a saucer of salt and feeds them to the flames.

			The dusky scent of sage fills the air as Shiv continues. “Into these purifying flames, we cast that which we seek to leave behind. Verity and Merri are coming around with pens and paper. On your slip, write down one thing you hope to leave behind as you start this new term. When you’ve finished, line up to make your offering. You’re welcome to keep it private, but if you’d like to share what you’ve written, we’ll all try to help with whatever your intention is.”

			“Are you doing this?”

			Verity is standing over me, glowering with impatience as she waves a slip of paper in front of my face.

			“No, I’m here for the company,” I tell her, flashing a saccharine smile.

			“Whatever, George. Just try not to curse anyone.” She slaps my paper and a pen on the table beside me before stalking away.

			I chew my lip and watch the other girls begin lining up as I think about what to write. The possibilities are overwhelming; there’s so much I want to wish away.

			I’m surprised when almost all of my classmates choose to share what they’ve written. Mostly, it’s small things. Girls vowing to give up chocolate or biting their nails or watching Married at First Sight when they should be studying. Others feel more serious. Harlow Forbes wants to break the habit of weighing herself each morning. Fatima Haddad pledges to stop hurting herself but doesn’t elaborate on what that means. They may not want to think of what they’re doing as magic, but the mood is solemn. Intimate. And gossipy as I know my dormmates to be, there’s an unspoken understanding that what we give to the fire is off-limits.

			Even still, things would get a whole lot worse for me if anyone saw what was on my paper. I wait until everyone else has taken their turn and most girls have left before feeding my sacrifice to the flames. The fire licks it open, considering my offering, then turns the writing toward me, as if to ask, Are you sure? My hand flutters to my heart and Lyssa’s nervous-yet-hopeful expression returns to me as I read the name I wrote:

			JUDE SINCLAIR

			I nod to the fire and stay to watch it burn.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				
					[image: ]
				

				Lyssa

			
			It’s cold when I wake, but Jude is warm beside me. His chest is pressed against my back and his breath is soft in my hair. He’s humming a song—a lullaby he wrote that I fell in love with—and his fingers play the notes along my forearm, guiding me up from dreams. I open my eyes slowly. Pale dawn light glows at the window, velveting the hut’s edges. We should get up, get back to the dorms. But I’m so relieved to have him with me. And so tired of breaking up our best moments for fear of being late or getting caught. I tell myself it’s still early—a few more minutes won’t hurt—and settle deeper into Jude’s embrace, letting my thoughts drift until the jarring clang of the breakfast bell bolts me upright.

			“Shit, we need to go.” I twist to face him, but he isn’t there. “Jude…?”

			The hut is empty, and only my side of the nest of blankets I laid by the hearth appears to have been slept in. I run a hand through my hair, disoriented. It must have been a dream. Jude must not have gotten my message or he couldn’t get away. Mr. Barclay (Old Barky), the dorm supervisor for Cudmore House, has a sixth sense when it comes to students breaking curfew.

			Or else Jude didn’t want to see me.

			My stomach tenses at the thought, yesterday’s fears flooding back, and I catch a flicker of movement in the hearth. One of the larger candles is still lit, the wick burning low, and I curse my stupidity. I shouldn’t be here. Shouldn’t have come alone. I’m lucky I didn’t burn the place down.

			I scramble to put on my shoes and blow out the candle, hoping I can still make it to Henley House before anyone other than George realizes I’m missing. But I catch myself at the door, glancing behind me for one last look.

			I’d been so sure that Jude was with me.

			

			—

			I make it up the fire stairs to find Henley House in the throes of first-day-back chaos. Girls in various combinations of pajamas, towels, and uniforms are panicking over neglected holiday assignments and missing socks and ties. The line for the showers stretches into the hall and the air is muggy with a heady mix of fruity shampoos, body mist, and nerves. My slept-in clothes and dishevelled hair attract a few questioning looks, but most people are too preoccupied to pay me much attention. Only Merri holds me up.

			“Hey, Lyssa!” she calls, using her on-field voice to cut through the clamor. “We missed you last night!”

			My heart contracts. “What do you mean?”

			“At the Casting Off,” she prompts, frowning at my rumpled clothes. “Even George made an appearance.”

			“Oh.” In my eagerness to see Jude, I’d forgotten all about our dorm ritual. “Sorry. Yeah, I was…uh…” I reach for a plausible excuse and am saved by the chime of the PA system.

			“Good morning, all,” Dr. Woodcroft’s voice drifts out in greeting. “I’m delighted to welcome you back to Milford and trust you used your time away to rest and prepare for the term ahead. I also wish to inform you that there has been a slight change to today’s schedule. All staff and students are to make their way to the hall directly after breakfast for a whole-school assembly. Once again: Please head to the hall instead of first period.”

			“Yes! No start-of-term chemistry quiz today!” Merri grins, my absence at the Casting Off forgotten.

			I smile with her and return her high five before slipping into my room.

			George is sitting cross-legged on her bed with her Switch, exactly as I left her yesterday afternoon, except that she’s swapped her Oodie for her uniform and has a fresh mug of coffee steaming on her desk.

			“Morning!” I’m beaming, relieved to have snuck in under the radar. But George looks washed-out. Exhausted. Her knee jigs up and down and there are shadows under her eyes. “Hey, are you all right?” I ask. Sometimes she disappears so deep into her games that she forgets to look after herself. “Have you slept?”

			“Have you?” she returns, and I realize she’s not regular George-level grumpy, but furious. “You were gone the whole night, Lyssa.”

			“I—”

			But she doesn’t let me explain. “You could have at least told me where you’d be, or when to expect you back. I was worried.”

			Guilt twists in my stomach. It hadn’t occurred to me that George might be concerned. If anything, I figured she’d be pleased to have our room to herself.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t think…” I was going to say: I didn’t think you’d care, but from the way she’s looking at me, it’s clear that she does, even if it’s buried deep. And if someone I cared about asked me to cover for them and failed to return before morning bell, I’d be mad, too. Mad and anxious and scared. “Sorry,” I repeat.

			George continues to glare at me, unmoved. “Ms. Fennec was just here. She wants to see you in her office.”

			“But we have assembly,” I say weakly.

			George shrugs. “She said to skip it.”

			My guilt curdles to dread. For the most part, so long as we’re signed in before curfew, our dorm supervisors (with the exception of Old Barky) don’t concern themselves with what we get up to after lights-out. They figure we’re too overloaded with homework to do anything but study and sleep. But if you throw that trust in their faces, and you’re not where you’re supposed to be when they come looking, the consequences are dire. Like so much at Milford, it’s all about keeping up appearances.

			I feel sick as I scramble to change into my uniform. I don’t know what to tell Ms. Fennec, if there’s any excuse I can give that doesn’t end with Dr. Woodcroft revoking my scholarship and sending me home. I’m halfway out the door and working on a kidnapping plot gone awry when George calls me back.

			“You were in the shower.”

			“What?” I say, distracted, trying to tame my unbrushed hair into a braid.

			George’s expression is still pinched, her focus intent on her screen. “If Ms. Fennec asks, tell her you weren’t here because you were taking a shower. So our stories match.”

			I stop and blink at her. “You lied for me?”

			She pauses her game to make eye contact. “I promised I would.”

			“Thank you,” I say, feeling a rush of generosity toward her.

			George scowls, shrugging it off. “Yeah, well, next time I’ll let you swing.”

			

			—

			The door to Ms. Fennec’s office is closed when I arrive, which is unusual, seeing as she has a literal “open door” policy. We’re welcome and encouraged to drop by any time she’s in, mostly so she can avoid working on her PhD thesis. Like most of our dorm supervisors, Ms. Fennec is a university postgrad, living on campus with free room and board in exchange for running tutoring sessions and keeping an eye on us outside school hours. She started at the school last year, same as I did, though I don’t spend much time in the common room and only rarely attend the dorm activities she organizes on weekends, so we’re not that close. And if she doesn’t know about me sneaking out, I can’t think what would be so urgent that she’d ask me to skip assembly. I take a moment to compose myself, checking that my buttons are done up in the right order and my ribbon and smile are in place before knocking.

			“Come in.” It might just be that there’s a door between us, but Ms. Fennec’s voice sounds uncharacteristically clipped.

			I enter to find her sitting in one of the pair of armchairs by the fireplace with Winston, our school well-being dog, curled up by her feet. This is unexpected. Winston’s still training, so he’s usually only on campus between nine and four, and he mostly stays with our school counselor in her office or in the designated quiet room next door. There are too many interesting smells and hidden food caches to have him in the dorms.

			“Lyssa. Hi.” Ms. Fennec seems tense and uncomfortable, and the room is stuffy with the fire’s heat.

			“Is…everything okay?” I ask. “Am I in trouble?”

			“No, this isn’t about anything you’ve done.” But now Ms. Fennec’s looking me over, and her gaze lands on a bit of blackberry twig I realize, too late, has fallen from my hair onto the front of my shirt. She purses her lips as I brush it away. “Close the door, please.”

			If she’s willing to overlook my absence in the dorms, it can only be because something far worse has occurred. I shift my gaze to the window and see the azaleas blooming vivid and out of season against the gray sky. My scar prickles, and I resist the urge to scratch at it as Ms. Fennec pours me a glass of water from the jug on the little coffee table and sets it down beside a box of tissues.

			“Have a seat.” She tucks her hair behind her ear, and I notice her signature novelty earrings are missing. Or, no, not missing. They’re beside her keyboard on her desk: a pair of glittery, oversized smiley face emojis. I stare at them.

			I don’t want to sit down. Whatever this is, I don’t want to know.

			Ms. Fennec clears her throat. “I need to inform you that there’s been an accident.”

			“What—what do you mean?” I stammer. “What sort of accident?”

			But before she can reply, a long country road unspools before me. It would have been dusk when Nan was driving home. The kangaroos would have been out. Her eyesight and reflexes aren’t what they were.

			“Is it my nan?” My voice is small. As though by whispering I can keep the universe from roaring back.

			Ms. Fennec blinks at me. “Your nan…?” Recognition sparks. “Oh gosh, no! No. Your nan’s fine,” she hurries to assure me. “Everyone in your family is fine.”

			I let out a shaky exhale and sink into the chair opposite hers. But any relief I feel is gone a second later when I remember a cop from Troubridge standing at the front of our classroom at my old school reciting harrowing statistics about road fatalities among rural teenage drivers. And I think of my friends back home, all of them piling into whichever truck they can get the keys to that weekend to cruise the peninsula’s beaches. Ignoring No Swimming signs and chancing riptides, hidden reefs, and great whites in search of the perfect wave.

			My heart stutters their names.

			Oli Colby.

			Jayden Wilkes.

			Kira Disotto.

			The Barnes twins: Maddy and Mitch.

			Sam Kelson. Kelso. Please, please, don’t let it be Kelso.

			“Lyssa, I’m told you’re close with Jude Sinclair.”

			My thoughts are lost in the surf, almost two hundred miles away, and I don’t register what she’s said.

			“Sorry?”

			“You’re close with Jude,” Ms. Fennec repeats, softer this time.

			My head feels swimmy. “He’s my boyfriend.”

			I suddenly don’t care that student relationships are frowned upon. It feels important to say. To fix him in that role.

			Ms. Fennec takes a breath, the air catching in her throat as she inhales. “I hate to be the one to tell you this, Lyssa, but Jude has been shot.”

			“What?” I hiccup a laugh because it sounds like a cheesy line from an American crime show. This is Australia; only farmers and police have guns. And Jude…

			And Jude…

			Never replied to my texts.

			Did not show up last night.

			“He was rabbit hunting,” Ms. Fennec explains. “On his family’s property two nights ago.”

			No.

			“Is he in the hospital? Can I see him?”

			Ms. Fennec shakes her head, and I see that her eyes and the edges of her nose are red and raw beneath her makeup.

			“He’s not…?”

			I can’t bring myself to finish the question, so I make it a statement.

			“He’s not.”

			“I’m so sorry, Lyssa.” Ms. Fennec’s voice hitches. I see that she’s trying to keep it together. Keep it professional. But there are tears in her eyes. “It happened the day before yesterday. He took his dad’s gun and went out at dusk. A neighbor found him. They think he tripped, twisted his ankle in a burrow, and the gun misfired.”

			I close my eyes against the jolting crack of a bullet shattering bone.

			This can’t be how I lose him. Something so small could not destroy a life so large. Jude didn’t even have his firearms license—wouldn’t be eligible until his birthday in November.

			But that had never stopped him before. With his sharp eyes and musician’s sense of timing, he was a better shot than his dad. And the gun was kinder than poison.

			It’s a good way to go. I see the rueful uptick of a smile at the corner of Jude’s mouth as he says it.

			A raw, pained sound breaks in my throat and there’s a high ringing in my ears. I feel somehow both intensely present and held at a great remove. My mouth fills with saliva and I think I might be sick.

			Winston pads over to me and presses his warm body against my leg—his version of a hug. But it doesn’t make me feel any better.

			Nothing can ever make this better.

			I pat him anyway. To feel something solid. And because if I don’t hold on to something, I might fall into the dark maw spreading wide before me. I don’t realize how hard I’m gripping his fur, until he yelps and breaks free to cower behind Ms. Fennec’s chair.

			“Have some water,” she tells me. “Breathe.”

			No.

			The word becomes a mantra. No. No. No. As though, if I think it with enough intention—refuse this reality—I can force another.

			“Should I call your nan?” Ms. Fennec asks. “Would you like to go home for a few days?”

			I want to say yes. For me, there is no Milford without Jude. Every classroom and corridor, every building, tree, path, and blade of grass on the sports fields, holds a memory of him. It isn’t possible that I could sit through lessons, or do homework, or get on with any of the dozens of ordinary things that make up our days here without being annihilated by the crushing fact of his absence.

			But I can’t go home. Because the only thing worse than being constantly reminded of Jude would be to lose those reminders along with him.

			“I need to stay,” I tell Ms. Fennec.

			“Can I get someone for you?” she asks. “One of your friends?”

			I shake my head.

			I didn’t have anyone else. There was only Jude.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4
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				George

			
			Usually, when Dr. Woodcroft calls an unscheduled assembly, it’s because someone’s screwed up so spectacularly, they’ve earned the entire school a lecture. The last time it happened was when Bonnie Jenks and Willa McNeil got caught shoplifting in school uniform and their crime inspired a beat-up piece in the local news about the “troubling trend” of private school kids stealing from struggling retailers. It read as though this were a sophisticated, multi-school scheme to bankrupt small businesses, rather than two Muppets stealing a single lip gloss and a few bottles of nail polish from a global chain, but Milford had been named in the article and Dr. Woodcroft was livid.

			Having experienced, firsthand, the lasting shame and humiliation that comes with being at the center of one these public denouncements, I’m doing my best to dissociate myself from the proceedings by covertly reading a book when she delivers the news. It reaches me in whispers as my classmates take it in.

			Jude. Dead.

			Their shocked expressions confirm it. The book falls from my lap, forgotten. I see Jude’s name in my handwriting, blackening to ash, and my body drains of feeling, as though I’ve burned away with him. Jude always plays at assembly, and I look to the baby grand at the side of the stage where he should be sitting. My brain can’t process his absence. My vision blurs and my eyes play tricks. I wanted him gone, but not like this.

			Onstage, Dr. Woodcroft is speaking again. Classes for all grades are cancelled today, and twelfth-grade classes are suspended for the week. A bereavement counselor will be visiting, and our school psychologist and dorm supervisors are available, should we require additional support at this difficult time. We are encouraged to keep checking in with our friends and to lean on one another. There will be a funeral on Sunday in Angasvale, and the school will arrange buses for those who wish to attend.

			All I can think is that Sunday is a strange day for a funeral. It doesn’t seem real. I feel frozen in place, as everyone else begins to look around, seeking out Jude’s orchestra friends and D&D crew. Craning to make sure that Lyssa is being cared for. When they don’t find her, their collective gaze shifts toward me. It doesn’t take a telepath to know that those who were there are remembering that terrible night at the end of tenth grade. Words written in blood. A spell gone wrong. My skin burns beneath the glare of their attention. There’s a sharp, cramping pain in my chest and I can’t get enough air.

			My head spins and my chair snaps closed with an audible clatter as I stand. If people weren’t looking at me before, they are now. Dr. Woodcroft calls for calm, but I ignore her and try not to make eye contact with anyone. I just need to get outside. Get away. But focused as I am on escape, I still catch Alexis Holt sneering at me across the aisle before she whispers to Xavier Phillips, “She would make this about herself.”

			I push through the hall doors into misting rain. The campus is veiled gray, as though it, too, has heard the news and declared itself in mourning. I gulp chill lungfuls of air and start to walk, not caring where I end up, but feeling compelled to move. Rain needles my skull, making me shiver, and my shirt is soon clammy against my skin, but I don’t seek shelter. I keep my head down and focus on placing one foot in front of the other, trying to outpace my spinning thoughts. I feel trapped inside my body yet disconnected. Adrift inside myself. I’m not aware of the direction I’m heading or how much ground I’ve covered until the icy seep of creek water numbing my feet grounds me back in the present. I blink and look up to see the Witch Hut nested in blackberry brambles between the trees ahead.

			My heart contracts. I haven’t been here since…since…

			Memory, like a silk ribbon, pulls tight across my eyes. The day turns dark as midnight. A figure sits in the hut’s doorway, humming a familiar tune. Candlelight flickers at their back, and the smell of rose petals and smoking pine needles drifts toward me.

			“George?”

			I startle, disoriented. Lyssa is sitting on the step and the hut’s interior is shadowy behind her. She’s wearing Jude’s sweater over her uniform. The rain has soaked the fabric, and it hangs heavy on her shoulders, making her appear small and fragile by comparison. Her eyes are red-rimmed and her whole body is trembling with grief or cold or some combination of the two.

			“What are you doing here?” she asks.

			“I, uh…” I scrabble up the bank toward her before she registers that I’m standing shin-deep in the creek. “I came looking for you. Are you okay?”

			She starts to nod but a wave of grief—so strong I can see it moving through her—rises up to bend her double, and her sobs frighten crows from their perches.

			I curse my body for bringing me here. I’m the last person Lyssa should be with right now.

			“This is our place,” she tells me, through her tears when she can speak again.

			“I know,” I say, my feet following the tramped-down path toward the hut without me having to look. It was our place, too—mine and Jude’s.

			“We used to come here for picnics.” Lyssa wipes her eyes and tries for a smile, but it comes out a grimace.

			This is the part where I’m supposed to be a good-roommate-slash-decent-person and comfort her. Only I can’t think what to say. Emotions too large to name stir within me, and I’m scared of what might happen if I allow myself to fully feel them, or worse: how Lyssa will react if she realizes Jude and I have history here. Instead, I squat beside her and my stomach turns to see that the bottom of Jude’s sweater is hammocked in her lap and filled with overripe berries, their skin spotted with mold and leaking juice.

			“You can’t eat those,” I tell her gently.

			She looks at me, uncomprehending.

			“The berries. They’ll make you sick.”

			“Oh.” She seems surprised to find herself holding them, as though she’d picked them in a daze. Memories calling her here, same as they’ve called me.

			“Come back to the dorm, Lyssa. It’s freezing and you’re soaked.” It doesn’t feel safe to leave her alone.

			She shakes her head. “He’s still here.”

			Her words are full of conviction, sending a chill down my spine, and even though I know it’s silly, I look over her shoulder, half expecting to find Jude watching us from within the darkened hut.

			“What do you mean?” I ask.

			“This was his favorite place. He told me that he buried something of himself by the hut, so that when he was bored in math, or stuck inside in bad weather, part of him would also be here, under the pines.”

			She makes it sound whimsical, but Jude can’t have told her the whole truth about the tether bottle she’s referring to, because in reality it was an ugly thing: an old jam jar filled with hair, spit, fingernails, and blood, and buried six feet deep. I bet he also didn’t tell her that we made it together.

			“He was supposed to be with me,” Lyssa says quietly.

			For a second I worry she’s read my thoughts, but then she clarifies.

			“He never should have been out hunting. He’d wanted to come to Merton Bay, but we—we had a fight, and I—I…”

			The rest is lost in her tears, but I can guess how it might have gone.

			“Jude loved you, Lyssa.” It hurts to say—the words come out too soft—so I make myself repeat them. “He loved you, and he would have forgiven you. His death was an accident. A horrible, tragic accident. It isn’t your fault.”

			And it isn’t mine either, I tell myself. Though that will require more convincing.

			

			—

			I manage to coax Lyssa back to the dorms, and once she’s changed into dry clothes, I take her to the common room where most of the girls in our grade have gathered. They move as one sympathetic organism when they see Lyssa in the doorway, and I watch from the hall as they lead her to the comfiest couch and bring her offerings of tea and tissues. They don’t invite me to join them. Which suits me fine; I’d rather be alone.

			It’s still raining outside—the kind of misting rain that leaves everything cold and clammy—and I don’t feel capable of spending the day with Lyssa and her pain if she comes back to our room, so I head to the library. With classes cancelled and the rain forcing everyone to remain indoors, it’s busier than usual. Most people have changed into casual clothes and sit talking quietly in small groups. Some are trying to study, but from their red eyes and damp cheeks I’d be surprised if they’re getting any work done. We’ve never had a student die before, and it’s shocking, even for the tenth and eleventh graders who didn’t know Jude well. No one seems sure of what to do with themselves. I see one girl laugh at something, then cover her mouth in horror and burst into tears, apologizing to her friends.

			Mr. Habel, our librarian, is sitting with the D&D club around one of the big tables toward the back of the main floor, and he waves me over when he sees me. There’s a large hand-drawn map on the table, pinned down by the players’ miniatures, and everyone has their dice and character sheets in front of them.

			“Oscar found Jude’s notes and maps in their room; we’re playing his last campaign,” Mr. Habel explains. “I’m filling in as Dungeon Master. Would you like to join us, George? For old times’ sake?”

			For a moment, I allow myself to imagine what it would be like to journey back to the Forgotten Realms and join my former crew on one last quest. One last adventure. But Oscar Harris shoots me a warning look across the table. Don’t you fucking dare.

			I shake my head, telling Mr. Habel thank you but no. Even if I were welcome, it’s been so long since I’ve played that the others will be fighting high-level NPCs (that is, non-playable characters controlled by the Dungeon Master), and it’d basically be survival horror for my neglected elf ranger. I’d only slow them down.

			The rattling of their dice follows me into the stacks as I head to the fantasy section. I need to escape this reality, even if it’s only for an hour or two. But it’s hard to know where to turn, and I pull book after book from the shelves before settling for the cozy comfort of a hobbit hole.

			Tolkien’s writing is as familiar as a second home, and I don’t so much read the words as remember them. They carry me back to summer afternoons when magic still felt like something wholesome and innocent, and Jude and I would take turns reading to each other in the old tree house by the dam. I lose myself so completely in the book, and in the memory of first reading it, that I jump when Mr. Habel touches me lightly on the shoulder.

			“Time to go, George.”

			I glance up from the page and see that the library is almost empty and the rain has been chased off by evening shadows. Discarded books are piled fortress-like around me and I scramble to pick them up, but Mr. Habel waves me away.

			“It’s all right. I’ll take care of these.”

			Normally I’d insist. I like Mr. Habel, but I get the impression that he feels sorry for me. Like I’m damaged goods. Maybe I am, but his pity isn’t going to fix me. If anything, it makes things worse.

			I force a smile. “Thanks, Mr. Habel.”

			“You need to call home,” he says, handing me a notice slip as I stand to leave. “Your mom’s been trying to reach you.”

			My heart sinks as I accept the paper. I knew this was coming. I wonder when the Sinclairs called her and whether she knew about Jude before I did. It’s probably best I let her think so. I wouldn’t want her believing that I’d kept the news from her. She’s going to expect too much from me as it is. I shove the paper deep in my pocket, mentally raising my shield and readying my weapons as I head back to Henley House.

			It’s not until much later, after I’ve dealt with Mom and used up all the hot water in the showers to avoid going back to our room while Lyssa is awake, that I allow myself to consider the question that’s been hanging over me since Dr. Woodcroft broke the news in assembly: If Jude died two days ago, what was he doing in our room last night?

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5
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				Lyssa

			
			I’m not sure I believe in love at first sight, but Jude had me spelled from the beginning. My first morning at Milford I was a wreck of nerves. The school is boutique, for grades ten to twelve, but my scholarship only covers the last two years while I study for my college entrance exams, and everyone else was long settled into their friendship groups by the time I arrived. My summer uniform, a heavy crimson dress pinstriped gold with a white collar, was itchy and hot and no one had told me that, while we can wear either crew socks or folded-over knee-highs, everyone wears the knee-highs despite how hideous they look. It was such a small thing, but I soon realized it was just one among a dozen details marking me as an outsider. As my roommate and assigned Buddy, George was supposed to help me navigate these things, but following unspoken rules wasn’t her MO.

			“Why would you care what people think of your socks?” she’d asked, her tone making it clear that she found my desire to belong at Milford both alien and offensive.

			George herself had been wearing crew socks hand-stitched with pale blue hearts, like the ones in her favorite Switch game, their tops just visible over her shoes but not so obvious that a teacher would bother making her change.

			No one had sat near us at breakfast—probably afraid George would bite their head off if they tried—and by the time I followed her to assembly, I’d been anxious and homesick to the point of tears. But as we approached the hall, I became aware of music. I didn’t know the song, but the melody was bright and playful, a balm for my frayed nerves.

			“Where’s that music coming from?” I asked George.

			She shrugged, heading for the row of seats closest to the door. “It’s just Jude. He always plays at assembly.”

			It seemed extraordinary to me that no one else was paying attention and I found myself craning to catch a glimpse of the musician. Jude. He was seated at a piano to the side of the stage, his dark hair falling to his shoulders, and his hands moving with a dancer’s grace across the keys. As though sensing my attention, he turned to look up without fumbling a note. His green eyes lit on mine and heat flushed my cheeks as his gaze held me in place.

			“I sit at the back,” George said, breaking the moment.

			I tried to catch Jude’s eye again as I sank into the seat beside her, but he had already turned away, a slight smile on his lips as he refocused on his playing.

			“That boy—you said his name’s Jude?” I tried to keep my voice casual, but George was onto me.

			“Jude Sinclair. And before you ask: Yes, he’s in our year. Yes, he likes girls. And no, I don’t know or care whether he’s single. You shouldn’t either,” she added with a pointed look.

			“I didn’t mean—” But my cheeks were still warm.

			“You did.”

			George seemed disappointed. Embarrassed for me, even. The poor scholarship student falling head over heels for the talented, handsome, and—given where we were—undoubtedly rich boy beyond reach. Worse than predictable, it was pathetic.

			

			—

			George was supposed to show me to my classrooms that first week, but we had different schedules, and after writing me off as a cliché during that first assembly, she abandoned me for good. None of the paths or buildings had signs and I was still lingering, disoriented, in the rose garden outside the assembly hall and working up the courage to head to the nearest classroom and ask the teacher for directions, when someone spoke from the doorway behind me.

			“Sitting in the back row in assembly and skipping lessons on day one? You’re making quite the first impression.”

			Startled, I turned to see Jude coming down the hall steps toward me, his laptop and a sheaf of sheet music tucked under his arm.

			“That’s not—I’m not trying to get in trouble,” I stammered.

			“Pity.” A slow smile spread across his face as he looked me over. His eyes were the dappled gold green of sunlight through leaves and his gaze was even more arresting up close. “I’m Jude.”

			“I know.”

			He raised a questioning eyebrow, and I willed the ground to open and swallow me whole.

			“I heard you play earlier. You’re really good. Amazing, actually.” Stop. Talking. “I’m Alyssia—Lyssa to my friends.”

			“Lyssa,” he repeated softly, my name like smoke on his lips.

			“And I’m lost,” I added.

			Jude leaned closer, as if to share a secret. “Well, we don’t have a lot of lessons in the rose garden.”

			“No? I thought Milford was the kind of school where we’d mostly just wander the grounds debating philosophy and reciting poetry. Maybe commit the occasional murder or perform a bacchanal when our ancient Greek gets good enough.” I feigned disappointment. “It’s the whole reason I applied.”

			Jude laughed at that, and his smile was a transformation, filling his face with light. It made me want to find other ways to amuse him.

			“Spoken like someone who reads a lot of novels,” he said, looking pointedly at the copy of Jane Eyre I was carrying with my school things.

			I’d picked it from my collection of favorites that morning to remind myself that, if Jane could take on Lowood and Thornfield, I could conquer Milford. But with Jude watching me, I was suddenly all too aware that it was also, rather famously, a rags-to-riches romance.

			“I’m reading that for English,” I said, flustered, trying to cover the title with my sleeve and instantly regretting my lie. Because, presumably, Jude would also be taking English. He might even be in my class. And, presumably, he was familiar with our reading list.

			But if he noticed my deceit, he had the grace to let it go.

			“Who’s your Buddy?” he asked, changing the topic.

			“Georgina Moresby-Ellis.”

			He made a face. “Condolences. Let me guess: Chemistry with Mr. Ionedes?”

			“How’d you know?”

			“Special powers of deductive reasoning.” He nodded at the printed copy of my schedule taped to my laptop.

			I resisted the urge to slap my palm to my forehead. No wonder George thought I was a lost cause.

			Jude gave me an appraising look and lowered his voice. “I also happen to know Milford better than most. Come on, I’ll show you to Mr. Ionedes’s classroom. It’s on my way.”

			

			—

			After taking a picture of my schedule on his tablet, Jude had made sure there was someone to show me to each of my classes that first day, and the next morning there was a large envelope with my name on it slid beneath my door. Inside, on a sheet of graph paper, was a hand-drawn map of the school with my routes between classes for each day of the week outlined in separate colors. There was also a second, clear sheet marked with seemingly random symbols and labels—“Smokers’ Den,” “the Pond,” “Woody’s House”—along with the title “A Guide for Lost Souls” printed at the top. I laid it over the map, lining up the corners, and saw that it formed a second shadow-map highlighting Milford’s hidden nooks, places to avoid, and the students’ nicknames for each—things that would’ve taken me weeks, if not months, to learn otherwise. On this second sheet, there was also a dotted line leading from my dorm room to the Wilds at the edge of campus, and ending with an invitation: Lunch with Jude. I ran my finger over the words and smiled to myself.

			“What’s that?” George asked, frowning as she knotted her tie.

			None of your business, I wanted to snap, but stopped myself in time. “A friend made me a map.”

			“That’s a dungeoneer’s map,” she said, peering over my shoulder.

			“A what?”

			“For D&D.” This meant nothing to me and George sighed, exasperated by my ignorance. “Dungeons & Dragons? It’s a game. Instead of a game board, the Dungeon Master—the DM—creates gridded maps for each campaign. They use this same scale.” She pointed to the bottom of the sheet. “One square equals five feet.”

			I still wasn’t 100 percent following, but George’s frown deepened.

			“Jude made this, didn’t he?”

			“You say that like it’s a problem.”

			George shrugged. “You’ve known him less than twenty-four hours and he’s already tracking your every move—does that seem normal and healthy to you?”

			Her sarcasm pissed me all the way off and I narrowed my eyes at her. “He’s being helpful, George. This place is a labyrinth; someone has to show me around.”

			

			—

			Jude’s map is still on my wall, sun-faded now and curling at the edges. It’s been more than a year since I’ve relied on it to find my way. But in the days following his death, I feel estranged and spend lonely evenings tracing the now-familiar landmarks, raising memories at my fingertips.

			My dormmates are kind and sympathetic. Merri and Shiv, in particular, go out of their way to make sure I’m looked after—saving me a seat and filling my plate at meals, and inviting me to join them in the common room. But while I once hoped we might be friends, we’ve never grown close, and I sense that my grief makes them uncomfortable. They don’t know what to say. There is nothing they can say. And, after a day or two, I find myself avoiding them.

			When Nan calls, I tell her I’m all right. Or I will be. It’s not true, but it’s what she needs to hear: The school is being very supportive and I want to stay. Kelso calls, too, but if I tell him I’m okay, he’ll know it’s a lie, and I can’t bring myself to speak to him. Can’t bring myself to study, or shower, or sleep either. Doing ordinary things feels too much like moving on. Like a betrayal. Instead, I spend my unsupervised hours lying beneath the pines outside the Witch Hut, eating overripe blackberries until my stomach cramps and letting the damp from the earth seep into my clothes. I think of the tether bottle Jude said he’d buried, and when I close my eyes, I sense him lying beside me: a silent shape wreathed in pine needles and early mushrooms. I stay until the dinner bell tolls me indoors, and his shadow remains at my shoulder for as long as I can resist looking back.

			Sunday arrives like a monolith out of the haze. Solid and terrible. I don’t want to go to the funeral—don’t want proof that Jude’s death is real—but the bereavement counselor who visited during the week insists it will help. And the truth is, I will take any chance to be close to him.

			We wear our uniforms at Dr. Woodcroft’s request, and she personally checks that our top buttons are done up and our ties knotted in neat half Windsors as we board the bus. George is the exception. She’s spent the week at the library, playing her Switch and avoiding me, which isn’t unusual. But she hasn’t mentioned Jude since she found me at the Witch Hut. If anything, she seems oddly unaffected by his death. When I left our room for breakfast, she was still in bed and I assumed she was staying at school. But just as we’re preparing to leave, she comes stalking across the parking lot with her arms crossed over a muted black dress and cardigan.

			“Who invited Wednesday Addams?” Augie Mellor sniggers as she boards the bus. “Doesn’t she know witches aren’t allowed in churches?”

			George ignores him, keeping her head down and hugging herself tight like she’s wishing herself invisible. But Dr. Woodcroft fixes Augie with an icy stare.

			“Open your mouth again, Mr. Mellor, and I will assume it’s to volunteer for weekend detention,” she tells him, before turning to George. “There’s an empty seat by me at the front. And fix your hair.”

			

			—

			A dense fog descends on the drive to Angasvale, hazing out the landscape on either side of the road so that only the autumn hues bleed through. Sickened leaves and vineyards burgundied to bruises. As though the world were an open wound. And the mood on the bus is tense: my classmates bored and restless from the long week of mourning, yet stunned by the horror of where we’re headed.

			Jude’s family are nominally Catholic and the church in his hometown of Angasvale looms out of the fog looking like something from medieval Europe, with lichen blackening its sandstone walls and its stained glass windows glowing through the gloom. The hearse is already there when we arrive, parked at the side of the building, with the shape of the coffin—Jude’s coffin—visible in the back window beneath the pall and an abundance of white roses. Seeing it brings on a rush of vertigo. I stumble getting off the bus and Dr. Woodcroft steadies me, placing a firm hand on my shoulder.

			“Careful, Alyssia.” She studies my face and frowns at what she sees. “Are you going to be able to handle yourself?”

			I’ve only been to one other funeral. My pop’s, when I was six. The service was in Troubridge, the closest town with a funeral home. I remember seventies wood paneling and beige carpet with a worn patch down the center aisle between the seats. The little chapel was crowded with people my grandparents’ age, and Nan sat beside me. Her posture was stiff and her grip on my hand stronger than usual. Solid, yet absent. It’s the only time I’ve ever seen her wear a dress. Black, with a pattern of blue roses. She had a tissue tucked in her watchband and another crumpled in her free hand to dab the silent tears from her cheeks. I didn’t understand what was happening. Or why there was a strange box covered with flowers at the front of the room. I kept asking if we could open it, tugging on Nan’s sleeve until she told me that Pop was in there. A dead body within arm’s reach. My six-year-old brain couldn’t handle it, and a distant relative had to take me outside. I spent the service hyperventilating on the prickly grass by the parking lot, my terror eclipsed only by the unshakable sense that I’d let everybody down.

			“Jude would want us to be strong today,” Dr. Woodcroft says, pulling me back to the present and handing me a pocket-sized packet of tissues. “For his family.”

			I follow her gaze to the middle-aged couple standing together on the church steps and resist the urge to scream that Jude wouldn’t want any of this. He would hate to see us wearing our uniforms. Hate the thornless hothouse roses on his coffin and that the service was being held indoors to please a god he didn’t believe in. But most of all, he’d hate knowing that his life had been cut short.

			“I’ll be fine,” I tell Dr. Woodcroft, knowing it’s what’s expected, and follow my classmates making their way through the fog to join the other mourners lining up on the steps.

			I’ve never met Jude’s parents, and Jude rarely spoke about them. I got the impression they didn’t get along. His dad is tall and broad shouldered, same as Jude, and I can see how, under different circumstances, he might be imposing. But today he seems at a loss, shaking people’s hands and accepting their condolences with a bewildered expression, as though unsure what we’re all doing here. Jude’s mom, Clementine, stands close at his side, her dark hair wisping free of its bun. She’s thinner and frailer than she appears in her Milford photo, and I wonder whether she’s sick with something other than grief.

			“Mrs. Milford-Sinclair?” I ask when it’s my turn to step forward.

			She looks up at me with green-gold eyes—Jude’s eyes—and just for a second, I feel him looking back at me.

			A sob catches in my throat. “I’m so sorry. I—I’m Lyssa,” I say. “Alyssia Davies.”

			Her brow furrows as though she’s trying to place me.

			“Jude’s girlfriend,” I prompt.

			Her pasted-on smile pinches to confusion. “His girlfriend? At Milford?”

			My stomach dips. “He didn’t tell you?”

			I’d always assumed, even if Jude wasn’t close with his parents, that they at least knew about us. But Clementine shakes her head.

			“I didn’t think romantic relationships were allowed.” She frowns across the parking lot to where Dr. Woodcroft is ushering the last students off the bus. “The school is supposed to be strict on that.”

			Her response is so unexpected, I can’t think how to reply. Yes, Jude and I technically broke the rules, along with almost everyone else. But surely that can’t matter now?

			“How long had you known him?” she asks.

			“Since the start of last year—but we didn’t distract each other,” I rush to reassure her. “We mostly just studied together.”

			This isn’t entirely true, but Clementine’s expression softens and she takes my hand in both of hers.

			“Was he good to you?”

			“Sorry?” I say, thrown by the question.

			“Was he good to you?” she repeats, her eyes searching my face.

			I sense a wariness behind her grief, as though she’s worried I might do or say something to embarrass her, and Dr. Woodcroft’s words come back to me: Are you going to be able to handle yourself?

			“Always,” I say, touching the small scar on my chest through my shirt.

			“I’m glad to hear it,” she says, squeezing my hand. “Glad you could give each other that.”

			I want to tell her more, make her understand that what Jude and I shared was so much bigger than a high school romance. But we’re interrupted by a woman with a creamy bob pushing her way to the front of the line to gather Clementine in a hug.

			“Darling, I’m so sorry we’re late! Everything’s set up back at the winery for after—you don’t need to worry about a thing. And look who I found!”

			She steps back to reveal a very uncomfortable-looking George standing behind her.

			“My God, George? Is that you?” Clementine’s eyes shine with new tears when she sees her, our conversation forgotten.

			“Hi, Clem,” George says, avoiding my eye as she steps forward to give Jude’s mom an awkward hug.

			Clementine pulls her closer. “I didn’t think you’d come.”

			I don’t understand what’s happening. Jude and George weren’t friends. They weren’t anything to each other, so far as I knew. I feel whiplashed and the step seesaws beneath me. How can Jude’s mom be hugging George like she’s family, yet have no idea who I am?

			“What…?” But the word barely makes it past my lips before Dr. Woodcroft takes firm hold of my elbow to guide me inside.

			“Move along, Lyssa. Take a seat in the back two rows or find a place to stand if they’re needed for family and friends.”

			

			—

			Merri sees me coming and offers a consoling smile as she shuffles over to make space for me at the end of her pew. I feel myself smile back in thanks, but my thoughts are reeling, confusion muddling my grief. I’m dimly aware of George and the blond woman taking their seats at the front of the church behind the Sinclairs. The rows between them and us are sparsely filled, which seems sad and strange. Clementine is a Milford and the Sinclairs own Warrigan’s Ridge—one of the region’s oldest wineries. They’ve been part of the Barossa community for generations and I thought there’d be more people here, if not for Jude, then for his family. Everything about this day feels wrong.

			The organist at the front of the church begins to play a heavy dirge, and the murmur of conversation falls silent as everyone around me stands. I stand with them, wondering how they all know what to do. How to act. There’s a musty, antique smell as the priest enters, swinging a smoking censer.

			“Incense,” Rory Moore whispers in an ominous tone to Bea Grist in the row ahead of me. “To mask the smell of the body.”

			“Ew, no, dude,” Bea returns. “They can’t bring a rotting corpse in here. He’s been, like, frozen and pumped full of chemicals. He’s basically taxidermy at this point.”

			She glances back, craning to see the coffin being carried in, and catches my eye instead. Her expression blanches.

			“Shit. Sorry, Lyssa. We didn’t know you were—sorry.” Bea bites her lip and turns away.

			But I barely hear her. The sight of the coffin, sheeted in its white pall, holds me transfixed. It seems too small, too narrow. I tell myself Jude can’t be in there, even as I picture him in his charcoal suit—the one his mom had sent for the formal that he’d refused to wear—his limbs cold and his face…Oh God, his face. Had they made him whole…after? Did they do that? Did they care for him?

			Horror crawls up inside me. For an unbearable moment, reality crashes in and I am painfully and inescapably present. Hot, too hot, in my heavy blazer and a rush of white noise roaring in my ears. I feel the church sway around me, the votive candles dancing in midair as the plaster Jesus martyred on the cross above the altar swings down.

			Merri catches my arm to steady me as I sink back into my seat.

			“You okay, Lys?” she whispers.

			I manage a nod, but feel six years old again, overcome with grief and terror and fighting the urge to be sick.

			The service is oppressive, marked by slow hymns and intonations in Latin. I can’t imagine Jude sitting through a mass like this while he was alive, and the person Jude’s dad and Oscar Harris, Jude’s Milford roommate, describe in their eulogies is a stranger to me. Nothing here speaks of my Jude. Even the droning organ music is a world away from his vibrant melodies. It makes me panicky, as though I’m reliving that awful meeting in Ms. Fennec’s office. Losing him all over again. And the cross-shaped scar over my heart prickles painfully. I close my eyes, trying to conjure his face, and rub my thumb across my scar to ease the ache, calling him back to me.

			Jude.

			Jude.

			Jude.

			His scent comes first—woodsmoke and pine needles, grass after rain—cutting through the incense and candle wax. I feel the shadow of his presence deepen beside me, and the familiar press of his hand on my knee. I open my eyes carefully, trying to draw Jude from my thoughts into the church. His hand remains on my knee, the skin pale against my maroon uniform skirt and his nail beds rimed with blackberry juice. I hold my breath, keeping the church in soft focus. Jude is solid but silent beside me, his face a blur at the edge of my vision, but I feel him watching me. His green-gold eyes holding me steady. There’s a sob in my throat as I turn my head to meet his gaze. But the movement breaks the spell, and he winks away.

			I rub my scar harder, pressing the sharp edge of my nail against the puckered skin and silently reciting the promise we made, as I face the front of the church again.

			Forever. And always.

			Jude’s shape reemerges at my side. A trick of light and shadow. This time, I keep my gaze on the pew ahead and, carefully, lift my hand and place it over his. His skin feels cool, but not cold. As though he’s been out walking in the autumn afternoon. His shoulder is almost but not quite touching mine. I want to stop time. Hold us together in this moment, safe from losing each other again. I’m scared to move. Scared to blink. Even when my muscles begin to ache and my eyes are glassed and stinging.

			“Hey, Lyssa?” Merri touches my shoulder, making me jump.

			Jude vanishes in an instant and I bite back a cry.

			“It’s time to go.” There’s a note of concern in her voice. “Are you all right?”

			I blink and cast around, disoriented. The pews ahead of us have emptied and the other students in our row are standing behind Merri, shifting from foot to foot, waiting for me to move.

			“I’m okay,” I assure her, getting to my feet.

			And it’s true. For the first time since learning of Jude’s death, I feel calm. Hopeful, even. But I can see how it might have seemed otherwise to Merri: me sitting so still, hand hovering over my knee and my neck bent at an awkward angle, not blinking. Not breathing.

			I must have looked possessed.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6
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				George

			
			The funeral was awful. Worse, even, than I’d imagined. All through the mass, I kept seeing the look of shocked bewilderment on Lyssa’s face as she watched me hug Jude’s mom. And I felt ridiculous being the only one out of uniform, sitting with the Sinclairs as if we were family. As if I were entitled to a share of their loss. I could feel my classmates glaring at me over their hymn books from the back of the church. And I could picture Jude with them, seated beside Lyssa—a consoling hand on her knee—and his gaze levelled at the back of my head.

			Hypocrite.

			The sense of him so strong, I was afraid to turn.

			I want to catch the bus back to school after the service and put the day behind me, but Mom insists I stay in Angasvale for the wake. I suppose I should be grateful for the extra time it gives me to think about how to explain myself to Lyssa. But if I’d had my way, I wouldn’t have come home at all.

			“Don’t be ridiculous, George,” Mom had said when I tried to talk my way out of it. “You’ve known Jude your whole life and the Sinclairs need our support. It’ll break Clem’s heart if you aren’t there.”

			It would also be embarrassing for Mom to have to explain to everyone why Jude’s oldest friend and neighbor refused to show. But she knew I couldn’t do that to Clem. The Sinclairs’ house had been my second home growing up, and Clem had doted on me, same as she did with Jude: checking that we had hats and sunscreen and a Tupperware container of her homemade snickerdoodles when we went to play at their dam, setting an extra place for me at their dinner table when our games ran late, and always asking to speak to both of us when she called Jude at Milford in our first year. And she’d continued to reach out to me, long after Jude and I stopped speaking and I stopped accepting her calls.

			Seeing Clem again was hard. I kept replaying our last conversation, more than a year earlier, and hearing the distress in her voice on the other end of the line. Jude called, George. He—he told me what happened. What you did. But it doesn’t make sense. I know you’re hurting. I—I want to help—I can help—you just need to tell me your side of things. Her words were broken by tears and I’d been too ashamed to say anything. Afraid of making things worse than they already were. But even as I went to hang up, Clem had kept trying. Talk to me, George. Please. Help me understand.

			

			—

			The wake is at the Warrigan’s Ridge Winery, and Mom has organized everything with the restaurant manager. Waitstaff circulate with platters of artisanal sandwiches and arancini, and they’ve got the Sinclairs’ best wine on the bar—bold reds from the year of Jude’s birth that they’d planned on drinking at his twenty-first. Mom sends Dad to help manage the parking situation outside and busies herself ensuring everyone knows that she and Clem are such close friends, practically family, and that this was the very least she could do. I wait until she’s distracted talking to a group of women I vaguely recognize as belonging to her and Clem’s book club before helping myself to a bottle of wine from behind the bar and making my escape.

			Outside, a veil of mist hangs over the valley, rendering the afternoon in soft focus. I take off my shoes and head for the dam at the bottom of the western vineyards, near the fence line where our families’ properties meet. It’s been years since I’ve been down here, and it feels like stepping back in time. An ancient gum tree bends toward the water, trailing leaves across the surface, and the old pallet that once served as our tree house is still nestled in the gum’s forking branches a few yards up. I place the bottle of wine in the bucket that hangs from the pallet by a rope and knot the skirt of my dress to make it easier to climb the planks nailed to the trunk.

			At the top, the leaves form a natural curtain around me and memories glimmer through the gaps as I haul up the wine and take a swig. I pour out a measure for Jude, too, and the liquid looks like blood as it sinks into the wood.

			“Hey, Jude,” I whisper.

			Hey there, Georgy Girl, his voice singsongs in my head.

			It used to delight us how our names matched famous pop songs from our grandparents’ day. We took it as proof that we belonged together. Jude had greeted me with that same line from the Seekers’ song when he came to my room the first evening back at school.

			I’ve been trying to puzzle that out. People have visitations from the dead before they learn of their passing all the time—crisis apparitions, they’re called—but they’re almost always preceded by more subtle portents. And in Jude’s case there were signs. Clem had messaged Mom the night he died, saying Jude’s car was still in their driveway, but she couldn’t find him. And Mom had asked me whether he’d come by or been in touch. It didn’t worry me at the time, even as Mom checked his old hiding spots in my room. Jude loved to camp and often set up his tent in the vineyards or by the dam, though he didn’t always think to tell his parents where he’d be. And he almost never answered his phone. I’d locked my window, drawn the blinds, and forgotten all about it.

			But maybe I’d already heard the shot ring out without realizing what it was. And maybe, after Mom mentioned that Clem had missed Pilates the next morning and Lyssa had been weirdly anxious to see Jude, my subconscious had put the pieces together. On some level, I must have already known. But there’s another part of me—the part that keeps a Ouija board and believes in the power of start-of-term rituals—that wonders whether, after all this time, Jude had sought me out.

			L E T M E I N

			I shudder as a chill gust of wind unsettles the leaves and the surface of the dam glints through the fog below. We used to hunt for yabbies here in summer, collecting a billycan’s worth and boiling them over a fire for our dinner. I never much enjoyed the taste, but I liked the self-sufficiency of it. And I liked being outdoors with Jude, losing ourselves in endless games of make-believe. I can still picture his ten-year-old face appearing at my window, long after he was supposed to be in bed, his green eyes aglow in the flashlight held beneath his chin. Run away with me.

			Back then, I would have followed him anywhere. I take another drink of wine, mouth puckering at the taste, and scan the surrounding vineyards through the leaves. No one has told me where Jude died, and it doesn’t seem like something I can ask. But it was Robert Earnshaw who found him, the Sinclairs’ neighbor on the other side. So it must have been by his orchards up on the ridge. It makes sense; there are burrows out that way. And I’m glad it wasn’t here. I wouldn’t want that tragedy on this place.

			“The school’s treating your death like the world’s most morbid group assignment,” I tell Jude, the wine velveting my thoughts. “Woody even brought in a bereavement counselor to help us with our ‘grief work’—they actually call it that. It was a total shit show.”

			The counselor, Melody, wore a linen smock dress and a smug, serene smile.

			“She made all the girls in our dorm sit in a circle in the quiet room and passed around one of those calico bears they sell at the uniform shop—the ones you get your friends to sign at graduation. We were supposed to write farewell messages on it for you, same as we would if you were leaving the school. It was corny,” I tell Jude. “So I passed.”

			Anything I had to say to him was none of my dormmates’ business.

			“When everyone was done, the counselor placed the bear in the center of the circle and had us close our eyes so we could imagine it was you while we projected our goodbyes toward it.”

			It was meant to be cathartic, but anyone who’s ever seen a horror movie knows that asking a group of teenagers to direct a whole lot of unstable, emotionally charged energy toward an object is asking for trouble.

			I shake my head. “It was practically a séance.”

			Until that point, Melody had been sitting on the floor with us. But once we closed our eyes, I heard her begin making her way slowly around the outside of the circle, pausing behind each girl. When it was my turn, she stood uncomfortably close and laid a hand on my head. Her palm was so cold it sent a shiver through me. There was a smoky smell, too—pine needles and rosemary—as though she’d lit a smudge stick. Dr. Woodcroft had clearly failed to do her research on this woman, and I tried to shrug Melody off. But she was still standing over me—her fingers in my hair—when someone across the circle let out a high-pitched scream.

			The room had erupted in chaos, and I opened my eyes to see my dormmates shrieking and falling over each other as they scrambled to climb onto the tables and chairs that we’d pushed to the edges of the room. Melody was back in her original spot calling for calm, but no one was listening to her. In the center of the circle, the bear had doubled in size and sprouted clumps of brown fur, clotted with blood. I was frozen in place, unsure what was happening, until the bear shuddered and jerked toward me. Then I screamed, too. The creature squealed back, turning its head to regard me with a bulging, milky eye, and I realized what I was looking at: velveteen ears, twitching nose, blocky teeth. A rabbit. It was a rabbit. A sick one. Tangled up with the bear. One of its back legs was dragging and blood congealed around a gouge in its belly where a fox had likely got it.

			“Oh, poor thing! Poor thing!” Melody cried, her hands fluttering uselessly.

			The rabbit’s body trembled with each panicked breath, its dying eyes wide and terrified.

			My classmates, most of them country kids, quieted down as they recognized the rabbit for what it was, and an awful hush descended.

			“We need to get it to a vet,” Melody said.

			Everyone ignored her and instead looked to me—the only one who hadn’t backed away. They already thought I was a witch. Not squeamish about anything. At least now maybe I could be of use. Heart pounding, I moved to position myself behind the rabbit and glanced at Shiv, who blinked back tears and gave a terse nod: Do it.

			Before I lost my nerve, and before the rabbit, or Melody, sensed what was coming, I crouched down and caught the frightened creature unawares. Hot blood pulsed through soft fur, coating my palms, and the rabbit’s fear vibrated in my fingertips. I whispered an apology and tightened my grip. And then I broke its neck with a clean and audible snap.

			Melody blanched at the sound, her gaze flicking between the rabbit’s now-limp body, my gore-covered hands, and the glass-eyed bear toppled on its side at my feet, before hurrying out of the room with a fist pressed to her mouth in horror.

			My dormmates had rushed to console each other, refusing to acknowledge that I’d done the necessary thing to save them the trouble. Only Merri offered me her tissues and helped clean my hands when she saw I was shaking too much to do it myself. When Dr. Woodcroft arrived with a member of the maintenance crew a few moments later, it was agreed that the rabbit must have been searching for a warm, quiet place to die. The timing was merely unfortunate. But I kept thinking about the figure standing over me when my eyes were closed, the press of cold fingers against my scalp, and the scent of pine needles and rosemary smoking the air.

			Back in the present, the leaves shiver around me, and I can’t shake the feeling that I’m being watched—a feeling I’ve had all week.

			“Did we summon you, Jude?” I whisper.

			The day’s grown long, the mist chased off by lengthening shadows to reveal stretches of dark, mounded earth between the vines. I hug my cardigan tighter around me, scanning the valley. “Why are you still here? What do you want?”

			In reply, the wind ripples across the dam’s surface below, and in my mind the letters from the Ouija board return sharp and clear.

			L E T M E I N

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7
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				Lyssa

			
			Merri insists we sit together on the bus back to school after the funeral. I can tell I have her worried, but I can’t stop thinking about how Jude appeared in the church. Sitting right beside me. His presence growing stronger when I pressed my thumbnail to the scar over my heart, echoing the cut I made and the vow we took.

			Forever. And always.

			I yearn to have him close again, and to be alone when he comes. I want to feel his hand reaching for mine. The sigh of his breath against my cheek.

			Lyssa.

			“Hey, Lyssa?”

			A tear slips free as I open my eyes and see that it’s Merri squeezing my hand.

			“You went away for a second there—which is totally understandable,” she rushes to assure me. “I was just saying that, given how today’s been pretty heavy, Shiv thought it might be good for all of us to spend the evening together in the common room. Maybe hold our own wake, seeing as we weren’t invited to the official one. She’s asked Ms. Fennec to order pizza.”

			“That sounds great.” I can think of nothing worse. “But I was going to head to bed. I haven’t slept much this week.”

			Merri nods. “Sure. Of course. Only, maybe it’d be better if you weren’t alone tonight?”

			“George will be back later.” The lie feels oily on my tongue. I have no idea what George’s plans are. After today, I’m not sure I know her at all.

			Merri hesitates. “Have you and George talked? About Jude?”

			I look out at the passing vineyards hazed in fog, not wanting to admit how little of her life George has shared with me.

			Merri lowers her voice, treading gently. “You know they grew up together, right?”

			“Yes,” I say, because I want to believe that George told me. Or Jude mentioned it. They must have. Surely. And I’ve simply forgotten, because it was irrelevant: a quirky fact of geography. Just because they happened to live near each other and their parents are friends, it doesn’t mean they were close. After all, George and I have shared a room for more than a year and she’s still practically a stranger. “They weren’t friends, though, were they?”

			I want Merri to reassure me that I have it right. It wasn’t a secret, and I don’t need to worry.

			“No,” Merri tells me. “They weren’t friends. Not at Milford, anyway.” Her expression is soft with pity, and I sense she’s being careful with her words. “But they had history. You should talk to George, Lyssa. It might help you both.”

			

			—

			Back at school, I join the other girls in the Henley common room at Merri’s insistence and pick at a slice of pizza while my dormmates’ voices grow lighter around me, breaking into laughter as the mood lifts. And when Shiv’s playlist transitions from what Mia calls “sad girl” music to stirring power ballads, I excuse myself and slip away. It hurts to hear everyone singing along. Returning to normal. But I get it. Sort of. Jude wasn’t close with many—or really any—other girls at Milford. At least, I hadn’t thought he was. It’s been a long, awful week for them, and they need the release.

			My scar is prickling again, and I’m thinking about Jude’s mushroom knife as I head to my room. The one he and I used the night we promised ourselves to each other. Jude gave it to me after—our blood still sticky on the blade—and I’ve kept it hidden inside an old granola bar wrapper in my top desk drawer ever since. I have a theory that if my scar and the promise it holds are keeping Jude with me, as it appears they were at the church, then maybe the knife that made the cut can bring him closer still. On some level, I know this is dangerous thinking. On another, I’m hurting too much to care. But when I open my desk drawer, the knife is missing.

			I stare at the empty granola bar wrapper amid the clutter of pens and study cards where the knife should be, and I get a sick feeling in my gut. The only person who might have known the knife was there, and the only other person who’s been in this room, is George. Why would she take it? Did she know it was his? Merri said she and Jude weren’t friends, and I want so much to believe that’s true. But when I think about George hugging Jude’s mom, and their families sitting together at the church, I have to consider that they may have been something more. Something closer. Something they kept hidden.

			A swell of grief and confusion roars up within me. Dark spots speckle my vision, and for a moment, I’m scared I might faint. I force deep breaths until the sensation passes, and when I return to myself, I see that I’ve crossed the invisible line that divides George’s side of the room from mine. And I tell myself I’m not snooping—not looking for proof of what George and Jude were to each other. I am simply taking back what’s mine.

			Aside from the bookshelf double stacked with fantasy novels above her bed and dirty clothes heaped on the floor, George has nothing personal on display. I check beneath her bed, where she keeps her empty suitcases, but find only orphaned socks, dust bunnies, and a dog-eared T. Kingfisher novel. I shake out its pages, looking for something akin to the folded notes and pressed flowers Jude would leave for me to find, and try the same with the books on her shelf. When that yields nothing, I move on to her desk.

			Her drawers are a mess of old pens, charging cables, game cases, and the boxes of protein bars and ramen cups she eats instead of going to the dining hall. But there’s no knife, no evidence of a shared history between her and Jude. I’m beginning to feel ridiculous and ashamed of myself for invading George’s privacy. But then I open her bottom drawer and find something unexpected: a palm-sized drawstring pouch in blue velvet sitting atop a stack of papers.

			Jude had a pouch just like it, only his was green. My heart thuds as I pick it up, and I glance back toward the door before unknotting the cord and tipping the contents into my palm.

			A tiny elfin figure with pointy ears and an ankle-length mane of glittery blue hair glares up at me, aiming a loaded bow at my nose. The elf has been painstakingly painted, right down to a determined gleam in her silver-irised eyes. There are also seven different-sided dice, with swirls of blue glitter in the resin to match the elf’s hair and the numbers engraved in fantasy script.

			The gnawing feeling in my stomach intensifies. These are D&D dice. Custom-made. I looked at getting something similar for Jude for his birthday, but they were eye-wateringly expensive. The sort of thing you’d only invest in if you were a serious, long-term player. I glance back at Jude’s map on my wall and remember George telling me it was a dungeoneer’s map. At the time, I figured D&D must be popular at Milford. I’ve since learned that’s not the case. Did George used to play with Jude? She’s never seemed close with Oscar Harris or anyone else in the D&D club. But I think of the time and care Jude put into his campaigns, and my heart contracts as I imagine the two of them disappearing for hours inside fantasy realms of his making. I picture him dreaming up whole worlds, for her.

			Hot tears sting my eyes as I tip the dice and the elf back into their pouch. I’m not a jealous person and I shouldn’t jump to conclusions. It’s just a game, after all. I return the pouch to the drawer and shift my attention to the papers covered in George’s spiky handwriting, hoping for more clues. There are lists of plants and their uses, and recipes for smudge bowls, spells, and rituals: To bind. To sever. To sync. Unlike Jude, George has never shown any interest in real magic, and at first, I assume these are for D&D. That is, until I shift the papers aside and uncover the Ouija board hidden at the bottom of the drawer. Its carved letters almost seem to glow against the black-painted wood. There’s something else there, too, glinting in the shadows. I reach my hand in to pull it out: Jude’s knife. Its weight feels reassuring in my palm and I wonder whether it’s possible Jude meant for me to find it here, paired with the very object that might be able to call him back.

			

			—

			I’ve never conducted a séance. The idea of it would have frightened me a week ago. But now the Ouija board feels like a gift. A direct line to Jude and the answers I need. I’m not sure how it’s supposed to work, but Jude taught me long ago that magic is about intent. To summon him to me, I must first clear the way. My door is closed, but I can still hear the other girls in the common room—a discordant choir murdering “Total Eclipse of the Heart.” I drown them out with the looping white noise I use to study and drape the corner of my bedsheet over my desk lamp before switching off the main light to call the shadows close. Then I set the knife and the Ouija board on my desk beneath the window and settle myself before the glass.

			My hands tremble as I touch my fingers to the planchette.

			“Jude?”

			Outside, fog hangs thick over the sports fields and the late-afternoon shadows are deepening toward night. All I can really see through the window is my own blurred reflection. A desperate feeling claws up inside me and my eyes feel hot as I will the planchette’s little wheels to turn. This has to work. It has to.

			“Talk to me, Jude.”

			Beneath the white noise, my lamp emits a low buzz, the way it sometimes does when it’s been left on too long. The bulb flickers, mimicking candlelight, and I want so desperately for it to be him.

			“Please,” I beg. “I don’t know how to be here without you.”

			A draft whispers beneath the window, cold air breathing over my hands, and the planchette shifts beneath my shaking fingers, moving slowly, almost tenderly across the board.

			L Y S S A

			I lift my eyes to the window. My reflection is a pale smudge against the glass, distorted through my tears. I blink them away and squint to be sure of what I’m seeing: a second face blurred in the dark behind my own.

			“Jude!”

			I long to touch him, but I don’t dare let go of the planchette for fear of breaking the connection.

			And he must feel the same because I sense the gentle press of his palms against the backs of my hands as he guides the planchette.

			L E T M E I N

			“How?” I can hear the desperation in my voice.

			He leans toward me, his features sharpening in the glass to eclipse my own. I see the green-gold glint of his eyes—eager and pleading against the shrouded sports fields—and his lips are a breath from mine as he lifts a hand toward my heart. My scar prickles at his touch, and the planchette moves again, with more control this time.

			L E T M E I N

			I understand what he’s asking. What I’ve known, deep down, I’d have to do since I ran the sharp edge of my thumbnail across my scar at the church and felt him draw close. And I hear the echo of his words from Mabon night: It won’t hurt as much as you think. But spilling blood for a spell when I’m alone is very different from when we did it together at the hut. Desperate as I am, I know that if I do this, I’ll be crossing a line. It’s not too late to return the Ouija board to George’s drawer, rejoin my dormmates in the common room, and begin the painful work of unstitching my life from Jude’s.

			Only, I can’t imagine being without him. Without sun-warmed afternoons together in the Wilds. Or him reading aloud from my favorite books in the library on chilly winter nights. Or his arms to hold me on a bad day. A life without his hand in mine. I can’t.

			The knife’s edge gleams beneath the lamp. No magic without sacrifice.

			I undo the top buttons of my shirt with trembling fingers and pick up the knife. The hooked point is cold when I press it to my skin, my pulse beating along the blade as I meet Jude’s green-eyed gaze in the window glass.

			“Forever,” I tell him, renewing my vow.

			And always, he replies.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8
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				George

			
			Dad drops me back at school a bit after nine on Sunday night. I only had a little wine at the dam—probably not even a full glass—and I’ve drunk plenty of water since, but my head still feels muddled. The improbable, unprocessable fact of Jude’s death throwing everything off balance. I’m dreading the conversation I need to have with Lyssa and am furious with Jude for keeping her in the dark. Furious with myself, too, knowing I could have inflicted a small hurt back when she and Jude were starting out to save her this critical hit. I’ve spent the whole drive trying to figure out what I’ll say: how much of the truth I’m capable of telling her. And how much she’ll be willing to hear. But when I open the door to our room and switch on the light, I see she’s already in bed.

			“Shit, sorry,” I whisper, turning it off again.

			Her lamp is still on, emitting a low buzz, but Lyssa doesn’t stir. She’s facing the wall with her quilt pulled up to her chin so that only her hair is visible, curling like autumn leaves across her pillow. The bereavement counselor warned us that grief is exhausting, like running in place. And I don’t think Lyssa slept much, if at all, last week. She must have crashed after the funeral.

			The room is cold. Freezing, actually. As I change into my pajamas, I make a mental note to let Ms. Fennec know the heating is busted. I pull on a sweater over my pj’s and layer my Oodie on top of that. I’m about to climb into bed when I notice one of T. Kingfisher’s Sworn Soldier books splayed on my pillow. I pick it up, confused. It’s been ages since I read it and the cover is furred with dust.

			Frowning, I scan the room for an explanation. Maybe Lyssa had been looking for something to read? She’s still asleep, but facing me now, though I didn’t hear her move, and the lamplight gives her skin a waxy cast. Loose tendrils of hair lie sweat-slicked against her cheek and one of her arms hangs limp over the side of her bed, the tips of her fingers stained dark. For an awful moment, I’m scared she’s bleeding. But the color is more purple than red. As though she’s been picking overripe blackberries in the Wilds again. The thought of her out there alone gives me a bad feeling, and I check my desk drawer where I stashed Jude’s knife before the funeral. Perhaps it was wrong of me to take it, but it made me uneasy knowing Lyssa was keeping it close. And it didn’t seem safe for her to have it within reach today.

			But the knife is still in my drawer, along with my Ouija board and the pieces of my old life I’d rather not think about. I tell myself I’m being paranoid. Today was awful, but I survived it; I can relax now. I put on my headphones and load up Zephyr Quest.

			It feels good to fall out of time, completing side quests and running errands for Lost Souls. By midnight I’ve added twenty recipes to Ayr’s Grimoire, bonded with a Soot Wing companion named Dingbat, and am on my third attempt at fighting the Shadow Stalker to unlock the next chapter in the main quest line. But my hands are numb, my thumbs too slow and clumsy on the controls for Ayr to dodge the Stalker’s gloom rays. The next time I die, I shut down the game and tug off my headphones. Lyssa hasn’t made a sound since I came in, but the buzz from her lamp is overloud in the otherwise quiet room and I get up to switch it off. I glance over at her bed as I do and bite back a startled cry.

			Lyssa is staring right at me. Her expression is eager and intent.

			“Hey.” I choke out a nervous laugh, bracing myself against my desk. “You scared me.”

			Lyssa doesn’t reply.

			Doesn’t even blink.

			How long has she been watching me?

			I try again, ignoring the uneasy feeling spreading through my chest. “Lyssa?”

			Again, no response. The look on her face is familiar, yet somehow deeply wrong and I realize that, even though her eyes are open, she must still be asleep. That’s a thing. I’m sure there’s a term for it. My fingers twitch for my phone to google it, before I remember that my phone is locked up with everyone else’s in the school safe. Instead, I reach to turn on my lamp before switching Lyssa’s off. The shifting light makes the shadows jump. When I look at Lyssa again, her eyes are closed and her expression is relaxed in sleep.

			See? Everything’s fine, the voice in my head whispers. Turn off the light. Go to sleep.

			But the uneasy feeling remains and I don’t do either of those things. I can’t take my eyes off Lyssa. Because, for a moment there, in the semi-dark, she had seemed so unlike herself.

			And I could have sworn I was looking at Jude.
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				Lyssa

			
			I wake in the Wilds. There’s a tender ache over my heart, but the pain is dull. Distant. I’m wearing my summer uniform and the air is warm and sweet with the Christmasy scent of pine needles and sunbaked eucalyptus. Bees hum beneath the creek’s soft burble, and my shoes rub blisters into the backs of my heels, the leather not yet broken in. This day is a memory, but it feels vivid and present tense. I’m navigating by Jude’s map and feeling unsure whether I’ve come to the right place until a familiar voice spins me around.

			“I was starting to think you’d stood me up.”

			Jude is sitting on a large log in a clearing near a small wooden hut. He’s taken off his tie and rolled up his sleeves—his forearms tan against the crisp white of his shirt—and he’s using a stick to stoke the coals in a small fire pit.

			My first thought is that he is even more attractive tending a fire among the trees. My second thought brings me back to earth: Is he allowed to light a fire out here? Is it safe?

			But I don’t want to start by questioning him.

			“Sorry,” I say, feeling nervous. “History ran late.”

			“Don’t apologize.” He holds up a well-worn paperback resting on the log beside him and his mouth twitches toward a smile. “I’ve been catching up on English homework.”

			I step closer to read the title and my heart stumbles; it’s a school library copy of Jane Eyre.

			Oh God. Oh no. Heat creeps into my cheeks as Jude opens to his bookmark and begins to read aloud.

			“ ‘You know nothing about me, and nothing about the sort of love of which I am capable. Every atom of your flesh is as dear to me as my own: in pain and sickness it would still be dear. Your mind is my treasure, and if it were broken, it would be my treasure still.’ ”

			Jude’s voice is husky from the smoke, the words imploring. Filled with Rochester’s yearning.

			And for a moment I’m not in the Wilds at Milford, but emerging from my room at Thornfield Hall to find its surly master sleepless and stricken, keeping vigil at my door.

			Jude must think me such a cliché, and I wait for him to laugh at me: a silly girl still chasing fairy tales. Instead, he sets the book aside.

			“I hope you don’t mind,” he says, his expression sincere. “I was curious. You can tell so much about a person by what they read, and I—” He ducks his head, looking almost shy. “I’d like to get to know you, Lyssa.” He shifts over, making room for me on the log. “Come join me?”

			I realize I’m still standing on the far side of the fire pit and the distance between us feels awkward. But I hesitate. Being here with him seems too good to be true. It’s too sudden. Too easy. But I can’t see the catch.

			“You know, George reckons all this”—I make a sweeping gesture that encompasses the map I’m still holding, the book, and the picturesque yet suspiciously remote location—“is giving red-flag stalker vibes.”

			“Well, not to devalue her expert opinion,” Jude says, leaning toward me. “But have you considered that George might be jealous?”

			I hadn’t—I wasn’t even sure whether George liked boys, or anyone for that matter. And I got the impression that she really didn’t like Jude. But maybe that was a defense mechanism. Maybe she just didn’t want me to like him.

			“You’re saying it’s safe to approach? You haven’t got a wife locked in the attic?” I ask, referring to Jane Eyre.

			Jude presses a hand over his heart and grins at me, all innocence. “I don’t even have an attic.”

			I laugh with him then, because he’s right: Being with a handsome boy, who is reading one of my favorite novels, at a picnic on a summer afternoon isn’t the makings of a Netflix crime documentary; it’s a dream come true. And I want so much to be near him. The part of me that knows this is a memory yearns to feel the solid, reassuring warmth of his body against mine as he pulls me close and tilts my chin to meet his kiss. But we’re not there. Not yet.

			I join him on the log, perching at the edge farthest away from him.

			“What is this place?” I ask, glancing around at the close-cloistered trees. “Is it part of the school?”

			“Technically, yes,” Jude replies. “The campus covers the whole of the original Milford estate, but students aren’t supposed to come to this side of the creek. Depending on what you believe, Daphne Milford had that hut over there built either so she could practice witchcraft in secret or so she and the gardener would have a place to cozy up on rainy afternoons.” He grins at me. “Some people even say it was both.”

			I squint at the hut. “It looks more like an old storage shed.”

			“That would be the third theory,” Jude admits. “And there’s something else you should know about Daphne—something we should get out of the way.” He glances down, looking uncomfortable. “She was my great-great-grandmother.”

			“You’re a Milford?” I cringe at the awe in my voice, but the Milford campus is almost as large as the whole of Merton Bay. “Does that mean—do you own all this?”

			I can’t even get my head around it, but Jude laughs. “Not me personally, but my family are still involved. On my mom’s side. And out here, away from the classrooms, it does feel like home.”

			I glance around the Wilds, taking it in. Sunlight fractures through the pines and eucalypts to glow against the ferns. I’ve never seen so many shades of green in one place. It’s worlds away from the rocky beach and wind-ravaged cliffs I’m used to, but I can see why Jude loves it. How this place is part of him.

			He touches my arm, drawing my attention back to the fire. “I promised you lunch. Have you ever eaten a wild blackberry?”

			I shake my head. They don’t grow in Merton Bay. The soil’s too salty. Plus, they’re invasive. But I don’t want to ruin the moment by mentioning that.

			He reaches over to the other side of the log and offers me a dented metal bowl—stolen, I would later learn, from Milford’s kitchen. It’s filled with berries; some still have leaves attached and one or two are silvered with slug trails.

			“These are safe to eat?” I ask.

			“Freshest you can get, and they’re not sprayed,” he assures me. “Let me find you a good one.”

			He makes a show of inspecting the fruit, before selecting a single, perfect berry.

			“You have to be careful: The juice stains,” he warns. “May I?”

			His fingertips brush my lips as he feeds it to me and the berry bursts on my tongue, its juice sweet and sharp. Nothing like the ones I’ve had from the supermarket.

			“Good, right?” Jude’s gaze is as intense as the flavor.

			“Incredible,” I agree.

			“It gets better.” He sets the bowl in the middle of the coals and tips in a few sachets of sugar, which he mixes with the berries using a clean stick.

			“What are you making?” I ask.

			“Campfire jam. And it goes well with tea,” he adds, shredding blackberry leaves into a teapot embossed with the Milford crest and filling it with water from his water bottle before setting it to heat beside the berries.

			I thrill to think that just half an hour ago, I was taking notes in history, and now I’m playing runaways in the woods.

			“This feels like make-believe,” I tell Jude. “Like you’ve whisked me into a fairy tale.”

			He smiles, pleased. “Well, there’s no rule that says we have to spend our lunchtimes eating trucked-in sandwiches in the dining hall. And an old friend once told me that magic is everywhere, for those who dare to seek it out.”

			I want this to be true. Ever since Nan discovered that I was, quote, unquote, “academically gifted,” she’s been hell-bent on the idea of me going to a school like Milford, earning a degree at a top-tier university, and building a career in a respected profession. That’s the fantasy I’m supposed to be working toward—the one I have a shot at making my reality. But it requires absolute dedication, and Nan would be furious to know that I was risking food poisoning to spend an unsupervised hour with a strange boy. I can practically hear her admonition: Your mother was a daydreamer and look where it landed her.

			Mom got tangled up with a surfer the summer she finished high school. He’d been camping in the national park near Merton Bay and Mom deferred her ag science degree to follow him back to the Gold Coast. She’d come home with me a year later and said she’d made a mistake. Babies were hard; she and the surfer weren’t ready to be parents. I never found out if they stayed together. Or if they were ever happy. But she’s in her thirties now and still emails Nan when money gets tight. So I understand why Nan wants me focused. Why she envisions a different future for me.

			But being in the Wilds with Jude doesn’t feel irresponsible or limiting. More like my world is expanding. New colors bleeding in.

			“Are you brave enough to try this?” Jude asks, stirring the berries, which have reduced to a rustic-looking jam.

			He’s brought dinner rolls from the dining hall and offers me one. “Tell me what you think.”

			I break off a chunk and dip it in the bowl. The jam is runny, dripping from the bread and threatening to stain my new uniform, but I find I don’t care. I stare at Jude. And I take a bite.

			That first berry was a revelation, but the jam—still hot, with the sugar drawing out the berries’ sweet-sharp tang—is on a whole other level.

			“Oh my God,” I say, almost choking. “This might be the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

			He grins. “Try the tea.”

			We don’t have cups, so we take turns holding the teapot with Jude’s blazer to keep from burning our hands and drink from the spout. It’s almost as good as the jam. But the best part is that it’s fun.

			All the nerves that have been building up since I found out I’d won a scholarship to Milford, and all the awkwardness and uncertainty and the overwhelming imposter syndrome I’ve been fighting since I arrived, melt away. I feel present. Aware of the kookaburras laughing in the trees, the bright flavor of the berries, woodsmoke wisping over our heads, and Jude, watching me.

			“What is it?” he asks. “What are you thinking?”

			I shake my head. “You’re not like the boys back home.”

			“You’re not like the other girls here either,” he returns.

			I duck his gaze, thinking he means I’m not rich or polished or well read enough.

			But he places his hand gently over mine. “That’s a good thing.”

			I feel the mood shift between us. This is my cue to thank him, gather my things, and head back across the creek. I hear the lesson bell in the distance, but I don’t move.

			“Why did you invite me here, Jude?”

			He leans a little closer. “You really want to know?”

			I nod, my pulse quickening to feel him so near.

			“Because you intrigue me, Lyssa. And because, when I saw you in the rose garden yesterday, you looked so unsure of yourself and I wanted to show you that, while new beginnings are scary”—he scoops up what’s left of the jam on the last bit of bread and offers it to me—“they can also be sweet.”

			

			—

			I don’t want to wake from this dream. This memory. I would give anything to stay with Jude in the Wilds on that late-summer afternoon with our whole future still ahead of us. But cold morning light leaks through the trees, and even as I try to savor the taste of the berries, the scene is fading. The harder I cling, the faster it goes, and I come to, shivering, in my bed.

			It’s early. The details of our dorm room appear faded and drab in the weak light from George’s lamp. She’s back, still in bed and turned away from me, and must have fallen asleep reading. I’m wearing my nightgown, though I don’t remember changing out of my uniform, and there’s no sign of Jude’s knife or the Ouija board. I push myself up to sit, and my hand leaves reddish-purple marks on the white sheets. My fingertips are stained with something dark. I touch one to my tongue. The taste is so sharp and sweet it brings tears to my eyes. Blackberry juice. None of this makes sense. Jude was with me. He was with me. Now I’ve lost him again. The new cut over my old scar aches, my heart beating hot against the wound. And though the warmth of Jude’s hand still lingers over mine, I have never felt so alone.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				
					[image: ]
				

				George

			
			Lyssa is gone for the day when my alarm sounds on Monday morning, and I’m impressed she’s made it out of bed at all let alone before me. Given the choice, I wouldn’t get up. It seems impossible that life can go back to normal. There is no normal without Jude. My whole life, he has been as constant as the sky: at times achingly bright, at others dark and brooding with a dangerous charge, but always there. I don’t know how to make sense of the world, or myself, without him.

			The previous night feels like a bad dream—the details are blurred but my unease remains. I remember Jude staring at me through Lyssa’s eyes. A look that said he’d take me with him before letting me go. A look that had me sleeping with the lamp on. It’s still on now and I reach up to switch it off as I force myself out of bed. Outside the window, fog continues to creep over the sports fields. The turning leaves of silver birches and Japanese maples flame against a gray sky, and Daphne Milford’s azaleas bloom red as hearts. I frown at them. They shouldn’t still be here; it’s too late in the year. Then again, last year’s wet spring saw porcinis growing in rings around the pines in early December. The changing climate has everything muddled; Milford is becoming an unnatural place.

			

			—

			The day passes in a haze, as though everything were happening at a distance. I go to my classes and try to keep my head down. Our teachers wear brave faces and gently remind us that we need to concentrate. To make up the week we lost to mourning. Jude didn’t have many close friends, and it’s surreal to watch our classmates chatting and joking and getting on with their work as though this were any other Monday.

			I don’t see Lyssa until English, our last lesson for the day. And as soon as I walk in, I know it’s going to be torture. We’re starting our Shakespeare unit this term, and studying Macbeth, which Dr. Ross insists we refer to as the Scottish Play. Because it’s cursed. And if that—along with the play’s ghosts, murders, tempests, and desperate acts—weren’t traumatizing enough, Dr. Ross has pushed our desks to the edges of the room and arranged our chairs in a semicircle; we’re doing a dramatic read-through.

			I groan and slump into an empty seat.

			
				“Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow

				Creeps in this petty pace from day to day…”

			

			I hear Jude whisper Macbeth’s lament in my ear as I tuck my laptop beneath my chair and open my script. His voice is grief-stricken and aching. A king on his knees. So close, so real. I look up, startled, half expecting to find him beside me. Instead, I see Lyssa sitting two chairs away, her head bent low over her copy of the play, muttering the soliloquy as if in a trance. It brings back the bad feeling from the previous night, but I do my best to squash it. Lyssa doesn’t need me weirding out on her right now.

			Normally, she prides herself on being neat for school, even doing up the top button beneath her tie, which hardly anyone bothers with. But today, her uniform is rumpled, her hair has curled loose from its braid, and there’s still a rime of blackberry juice around her nail beds, like she couldn’t bring herself to wash it off. I can only imagine how long and cruel this day must feel to her. But part of me envies her, too. I’d take her cleanly broken heart over the mess Jude made of mine.

			I look away as Zinzi and Ayla claim the empty seats between us and Dr. Ross sweeps through the door, lanyard swinging, and raises her steaming coffee thermos to get our attention.

			“Kind sirs and gentle ladies, take your seats, for the hour grows late! We begin in a desert place and watch the witches gather.” She points to Rory Moore and signals for him to read the First Witch’s part. Which he does in a high falsetto.

			Dr. Ross loves to remind the boys that men had no qualms about taking on female roles in Shakespeare’s day, and makes it sound as though the Elizabethans were gender progressives. In reality, they only did so because women weren’t allowed to perform onstage.

			Today all three witches are played by boys, none of whom is in the least inclined to take their part seriously (not that I blame them; we’ve had more than our share of tragedy this past week), and the play devolves into a parody of itself within the first scene. It’s almost a relief, and I find myself smiling along with my classmates. Dr. Ross is less amused.

			“Sirs, you mock!” she says, fighting—unsuccessfully—to make herself heard over the boys’ gleeful cackling. “Take it from the top, please.”

			The door opens while she’s distracted and Xavier Phillips manages to slip in unnoticed. Or almost unnoticed.

			“You can’t sit there.”

			The class, impervious to Dr. Ross’s pleas for calm, falls silent when Lyssa speaks.

			Xavier looks around, uncertain: He’s taken the empty chair at the edge of the semicircle closest to the door. It seems like a benign choice.

			But Lyssa is on her feet, crossing the circle with slow, deliberate steps to stand over him. “That’s Jude’s chair.”

			Almost all the chairs are identical: hard plastic the color of Blu Tack. All except one: a black chair that had been dragged in from a neighboring classroom at the start of the year to make up the numbers. It was usually paired with the desk closest to the window where Jude liked to sit. But today, it’s been placed at the edge of the semicircle, and Xavier has made the mistake of claiming it.

			The whole room has gone very still. So still I can hear the tremor in Lyssa’s breath.

			“Move.”

			“Lyssa, sit down,” Dr. Ross says evenly.

			“No.”

			Lyssa is not the type to talk back to a teacher and the class swivels its collective attention to Dr. Ross, thrilling at the prospect of real drama and eager to see how she handles this.

			Dr. Ross looks uncomfortable and clears her throat, aware that her authority is on the line. “Look, I understand this is a difficult—”

			But Lyssa isn’t listening. She rounds on us, fingers clawed against her script, and I see that her eyes are glassy with tears. “Why is everybody acting as though he never existed? You were his friends. You can’t just forget about him, not—not when he’s still here.”

			One of the witches—Hamish Henry—starts to make a ghostly “Ooo-ooo-oo” noise, but Lyssa cuts him a sharp look and he clamps his mouth shut.

			After that, no one else says anything. Most people have the good sense to look sheepish and a few flick their eyes to me. I plant my gaze on the floor, willing myself invisible.

			“He’s still here,” Lyssa repeats in a softer, self-soothing voice, before turning back to Xavier. “And you’re in his fucking chair.”

			I feel the air go out of the room. We do not swear at Milford. I mean, we do. But not in class. And never in front of a teacher.

			Xavier starts to rise but Dr. Ross holds up a hand to stop him.

			“We are all deeply saddened by Jude’s passing, Lyssa. Our community is grieving and Milford is committed to doing everything it can to support any student who is struggling.” She shifts her attention to address the class as a whole. “But we must keep moving forward. If you’re here, I expect you to be ready to work. There is no excuse for profanities or disrupting other students’ learning.” She turns back to Lyssa, looking so pleased with herself that I’m certain she practiced this speech at home. “Return to your seat, Ms. Davies.”

			Lyssa’s chin wobbles and her face shines with angry tears as she looks at each of us in turn, waiting for someone to stand with her. But nobody moves. And not a single person meets her eye.

			“This is bullshit.” She throws her carefully annotated script at her feet and heads for the door. “You should all be ashamed of yourselves.”

			The door slams behind her and a stunned silence settles over the room. Dr. Ross remains frozen in place, staring after Lyssa with her shoulders tensed by her ears, like she’s putting off the moment when she has to turn around and salvage the rest of the lesson.

			“Should someone go with her? Make sure she’s okay?” Mia Dao prompts, the hesitation in her voice making it clear she’s not volunteering.

			Dr. Ross nods, grateful for the suggestion. “Yes. Absolutely. George?”

			I look up, startled. “Me?”

			“You’re her roommate, aren’t you?” Dr. Ross prompts.

			“Yeah, but we’re not friends.” What I mean is that I’m probably the last person Lyssa wants to be around. But from the way everyone stares at me, I realize, too late, that I sound like an arsehole. I collect my things and Lyssa’s copy of Macbeth and flash my best caregiving smile while inwardly hoping the play’s curse comes back to bite them all. “That came out wrong,” I mutter. “Of course I’ll go.”

			

			—

			The corridor outside the classroom is empty, but I spy Lyssa through the windows, heading toward Henley House. I don’t hurry and am, in fact, so anxious about what to say to her that I consider heading to the library instead. By the time I finally do catch her up, she’s already back in our room and struggling to unknot her tie as though it’s strangling her.

			“Go away, George,” she says when she sees me hovering in the doorway.

			“I live here,” I remind her, stepping inside. “Also, Dr. Ross asked me to retrieve the shattered remains of her self-respect.” I drop Lyssa’s copy of Macbeth on her bed and gesture to her tie. “You want help with that?”

			Lyssa’s hands are shaking too much to loosen the knot, and she looks away as I take over.

			“My nan’s going to kill me.”

			“It’ll be fine,” I assure her. “With everything that’s happened, the school’s not going to make a big deal over a few swear words. This is a challenging time for our community,” I mimic Dr. Ross’s plummy accent. “And Milford will do everything it can to support you.”

			I slide her tie free of her collar and step away but Lyssa catches my hand, her nails cutting into my palm.

			“You knew him,” she whispers.

			It feels like an accusation and I nod slowly, gaze fixed on her hand clutching mine, unable to meet her eye.

			“Our families are neighbors,” I say.

			Lyssa frowns. She must have figured as much from the funeral, but it doesn’t answer the real question.

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			My pulse quickens. I don’t want to lie to Lyssa, but it feels cruel to lay the whole truth on her the day after Jude’s funeral. That, or I’m not brave enough. After all this time, I still don’t have the words for what happened between me and Jude.

			“I suppose I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea about us,” I say cautiously, easing my hand from her grip. “We goofed around together as kids, but by the time Jude met you, he wasn’t in my life anymore.”

			“You were close enough to play D&D with him. Here, at Milford.”

			It’s a statement, not a question. I assume Jude must have told her. Though I bet he didn’t share it was me who introduced him to the game, or that it was just one of many things he took over. Took away.

			I shrug her off. “I saw it on Stranger Things and thought it looked fun. Turns out it’s basically a whole lot of drama improv. And math.” I grimace. “I gave it up after a few campaigns. I never thought of it as something I shared with Jude,” I assure her.

			“That’s a relief,” Lyssa says, staring down at her hands. “Because when I saw you with his family yesterday, I had the awful thought that you might have been in love with him.”

			She gives me a wincing smile: Tell me I’m wrong.

			I swallow hard, unsure where to begin. She knows I’m holding back; there’s no way I, as her roommate, and Jude, as her boyfriend, both forgot to mention that we’d lived the first sixteen years of our lives in each other’s pockets. And she must also know that Jude had been with other girls before her. One other girl, I correct myself; everyone else was smart enough to stay away.

			“He once told me you might be jealous of us,” Lyssa adds.

			Anger spikes through me. Of course he did.

			“To be clear: There was never any unrequited pining on my end,” I tell Lyssa firmly. “Jude and I were close in the sense that we knew all the ways to hurt each other.”

			I’m scared she’s going to press me for details, but after chewing her lip for a moment while she weighs up what I’ve told her—and what I’ve left unsaid—Lyssa surprises me by reaching out to touch my arm. “Losing him must still be hard, George.”

			She’s the first person to acknowledge this, and the generosity of it, coming from her, almost breaks me.

			“It is,” I say, treading lightly. Just not the way you think.

			Jude’s death has left me numb. It’s not that I don’t feel anything, but what I do feel is messy and raw and contradictory: so overwhelming I can’t even begin to process it. Part of me still hates him. While another part began grieving for our friendship more than a year before he died. There was never going to be a future in which we found our way back to each other, but I always imagined we’d at least reach a point where we could talk about what happened. Instead, his death has fixed me in this awful in-between place. And there’s no closure. No possibility of laying the past to rest.

			“It’s nothing like what you must be going through,” I tell her. “But I wish I’d known to say goodbye.”

			“He’s still here, George. It’s not too late.”

			The certainty in Lyssa’s tone is unsettling, and when I look up, I see she’s no longer crying. Instead, she seems determined. Excited even.

			“I found your Ouija board.”

			Dread stirs in my belly as I remember the odd experience I had with the board right before I saw Jude my first night back at school.

			“That’s just a toy,” I say quickly. “It tells you what you want to hear.”

			“I also found your spells,” Lyssa counters. “Are you going to pretend you believe in magic but not ghosts?”

			I open my mouth to inform her that I believe in privacy, and she had no business going through my things. But Lyssa is already moving past me to retrieve the Ouija board from my drawer.

			When I checked to make sure the knife was still there the night before, the bottom half of the board had been hidden. Now, as Lyssa lifts it out, I see there are deep gouges in the wood that could only have been made by a blade, and the word “goodbye” has been scratched through.

			She ignores the damage, which somehow makes it worse, and the dread in my gut intensifies.

			“Put it back,” I whisper. “This isn’t the way to mourn him, Lyssa.”

			“I know—I do know that,” she assures me. “But please, George. I’m scared I’m losing my mind.” There’s something earnest, almost desperate, in her expression. It makes me uncomfortable, even as my heart breaks for her. “I need someone who knows him to tell me if this is all in my head.”

			I don’t want that person to be me. I don’t need a Ouija board to conjure Jude. And I’m not a reliable witness. But I think about how much it must cost her to ask. How shitty it is that every single person in our English class would rather read Shakespeare—out loud—than keep her company. I hate that Jude made himself her whole world, leaving no room for anyone else. I hate that he’s still such a big part of mine, too. Maybe that’s what a haunting is: an absence that swallows all the space. I should have warned Lyssa. I should have told her how it ends.

			More than proof of Jude’s ghost, perhaps what we both really need is permission to move on. And maybe that’s something his “ghost” can give us.

			“All right,” I say. “Show me.”

			

			—

			At Lyssa’s instruction, I shut the door and switch off the main light while she draws the blinds and pulls the corner of her bedsheet over her desk lamp. We meet on the floor, sitting cross-legged and facing each other across the Ouija board. The lamplight casts a soft circle around us, leaving our beds and the corners of our room in shadow.

			Lyssa places her fingertips on the planchette and lowers her gaze. I take a final look around the room before doing the same.

			The planchette feels ordinary. There’s no weird pressure on my hands like last time, but Lyssa’s lamp emits a faint buzzing sound, and I swear the room suddenly feels colder than it did a minute ago. Neither of these things is sinister on its own, and both are easily explained away. But it’s the second time they’ve happened together when my thoughts turn to Jude. And it feels like more than a coincidence.

			“Shall we begin?” Lyssa asks.

			I clench my jaw and nod.

			Lyssa sits straighter, her attention fully on the board. “Jude?” she whispers. “Are you there?”

			My pulse beats quick through my fingertips as the planchette’s little wheels begin to turn, creeping toward the upper left corner of the board.

			YES

			I pull my hands away, feeling uneasy. “You’re doing this.”

			“I’m not,” Lyssa insists. “I swear. Ask him something I wouldn’t know.”

			I hesitate. Jude and I shared so much, and almost all of it will hurt Lyssa. Instead of focusing on our past, I try to think of a question only his ghost could answer.

			“What wine did I steal for us at your wake?” I ask. “Name, blend, and vintage.”

			Lyssa and I both look down at the board, holding our breath. Her fingers tremble on the planchette, but it doesn’t move.

			“See? It can’t tell you anything you don’t already know,” I say.

			But Lyssa is insistent. “It’ll work, George.” She drops her voice, speaking more to herself. “It has to. I know you’re there, Jude. Please.”

			She closes her eyes, concentrating, as though she can summon him by will alone. The planchette judders slightly, though it might just be from the tremor in her hands. The buzzing from her lamp intensifies and I feel a prickle on my scalp, like someone is standing behind Lyssa, looking down at me. The sensation is so strong, I glance up. Lyssa doesn’t notice. The dark is thick behind her. Thicker, I think, than it ought to be. I can only just make out the shape of her bed and the different-colored flash cards stuck to her wall.

			And there’s something hovering over her.

			It’s pale and grainy. Becoming clearer the longer I look at it. A scrap of white fabric hanging in the air. The unbuttoned cuff of a shirtsleeve. And as I watch, a hand emerges. Long fingers, stained with blackberry juice. The palm spreading wide as it pushes through.

			Fear fixes me in place and the air pulses with frightening energy.

			I remember the unwelcome sensation of cold fingers pressing against my scalp right before the rabbit incident. Nausea stirs in my gut, and as though echoing the memory of that scene, a sudden earsplitting noise rips through the room.

			Lyssa and I both scream, and it takes me a beat to recognize the sound as the end-of-lesson bell. When I look again, the hand has vanished. Of course it has. Because it was never there to begin with.

			I bark out a laugh to release the tension. But Lyssa is crying.

			“I don’t understand,” she whispers. “Why won’t he talk to me?”

			I touch her hand to reassure her, still almost giddy with relief. “Hey, it’s okay. It doesn’t mean he’s not around or that he can’t hear you. I mean, this”—I gesture at the board—“it’s too small for Jude. Too easy. If he’s here, he’ll show us by teaching the birds a new song. Or he’ll call up the southern lights, and make the creek run deep through summer.” Or keep his great-great-grandmother’s azaleas in bloom and lure dying rabbits to our classrooms.

			Lyssa manages a watery smile. But then she shakes her head slowly, wiping her tears. “Sorry. I’m a mess. Could you get me a glass of water?”

			“Of course,” I say, suspecting what she’s really asking for is a moment to collect herself.

			When I return, Lyssa is still on the floor where I left her, staring down at the Ouija board with her fingers resting on the planchette. She’s shaken her hair from its braid so that it hangs loose over her shoulders, and her lips are moving, muttering words too soft to hear.

			“Lyssa,” I say carefully, setting the water on her desk and crouching opposite her so we’re on the same level. “I think we should put the board away now.”

			She ignores me.

			“Lyssa?” I reach out to touch her arm to get her attention.

			But before I can make contact, the planchette jerks toward me, pulling Lyssa with it.

			“The fuck?” I say, reeling back so hard my spine connects painfully with my bed frame.

			Lyssa’s head is still down, her hair thrown forward to hide her face, and the planchette keeps moving, yanking her arms forward and back. Spelling out a message.

			H E Y T H E R E G E O R G Y G I R L

			I feel cold all over.

			The planchette stops on the L and Lyssa looks up at me through her hair, her arms still outstretched, as though she’s reaching for me. And maybe it’s the angle, or shadows playing tricks in the darkened room, but her mouth twitches in a familiar way, promising mischief. Run away with me. And just like last night, I’m looking at Jude.

			“Stop!” I say, as her grin—his grin—stretches wider. “Stop it!”

			I slap the planchette from Lyssa’s hands, sending it flying under my desk and upsetting the board.

			“What the fuck is wrong with you?” I snap.

			All traces of Jude vanish in an instant.

			Lyssa pushes her hair off her face so that it falls back behind her shoulders, and blinks at me, confused.

			“What?”

			“Jude’s dead. He’s dead!” I repeat, more for my benefit than hers. “I don’t know why you’re doing this, or how you think it will help, but it isn’t healthy. And it won’t bring him back.”

			“It wasn’t me! I swear!” She looks bewildered. Scared by my reaction.

			“Bullshit,” I say. “He told you that was our greeting. Or you overheard us talking.”

			“No, George. I never even saw you together! That was him.”

			But I hardly hear her. Because now that she’s moved her hair out of the way, I see what it was covering: a dark, spreading stain on her white shirt, forming a jagged X right over her heart. I feel sick, and the room seems to tilt away from me as I’m pulled back to that long-ago night in the Witch Hut when Jude and I swore our oath to each other. Forever. And always.

			An oath, I now realize, Jude made twice.

			“What? What is it?” she asks. “You’re staring.”

			My eyes feel hot and a hard, bitter lump rises in my throat. I snatch up the Ouija board and snap it in half with a satisfying crack. “You’re bleeding, Lyssa, and I am done with this game.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11
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				Lyssa

			
			Opening up to George was a mistake. I don’t understand why the séance made her so angry. I wasn’t moving the planchette. I would never turn Jude into a cheap trick. But she leaves right after she breaks the Ouija board, taking the broken pieces with her. I feel confused and humiliated. My heart pulses hot against the fresh cut on my chest and Jude’s knife sits heavy in my pocket. I thought, given her collection of spells, that George must know something of how magic works. But she looked at the blood on my shirt as though it were a problem rather than the solution. As though it frightened her.

			I’m still sitting on the floor, feeling like a monster and wishing I could explain, when there’s a knock at the door.

			“Lyssa?” Ms. Fennec’s tone is friendly, but hesitant. “Can I come in?”

			It’s a rhetorical question and I just have time to grab one of George’s sweatshirts from her floordrobe and pull it on to hide my stained shirt before Ms. Fennec opens the door.

			She’s wearing a “Kind is cool” T-shirt tucked into wide-legged pants with a fuzzy candy-pink cardigan over the top. Her eyes flick across the room, taking in the drawn blinds, the sheet-covered lamp, and my blazer and tie on the floor, before landing on me, huddled alone in the semi-dark.

			Her smile shrinks to an O of concern.

			I must look awful. Eyes rubbed raw and stinging from a day spent holding back tears, my hair a mess, and George’s sweatshirt, which—I realize, too late—is merch from her favorite podcast and has the tagline “Lady pirates give no fucks” emblazoned in bold type across the chest.

			I cross my arms to cover the slogan. “Sorry about the mess.”

			“I’ll overlook it,” she says, waving me off. “How about we brighten things up in here?” She switches on the main light and takes a seat in George’s desk chair. “I heard you walked out on English.”

			I duck my head so she won’t see the heat in my cheeks, and say nothing.

			“You want to tell me what happened?” she prompts.

			I stare at the toes of her star-patterned Docs and shake my head. I don’t know how to explain the aching rage that clawed up inside me to see my teachers and classmates behaving as though Jude had never existed.

			“I’m not here to make you feel worse. You’re not in trouble,” Ms. Fennec assures me. “I imagine today must have been difficult.”

			I hiccup a laugh. She has no fucking idea. No one does.

			“I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

			“And if I’m not?” I ask, looking up at her.

			It comes out sharper than I intend and her smile wavers as she adjusts her cardigan.

			“You can come to me, or any staff member you feel comfortable with. We’re all here for you. And if you have trouble keeping up academically, there’s some wiggle room to negotiate your assignment deadlines. You can always take breaks when you need them. We could even book you some time with Winston—he loves being taken for walks during the day.”

			It takes me a moment to realize she’s talking about our well-being dog. I don’t know where to begin with that. Dog pats and fresh air and talking things through would be Band-Aids for a severed artery. The only thing that has made me feel halfway normal this past week is when I relived my first picnic in the Wilds with Jude. All I want is to find a way back to that. Back to him.

			“I know losing Jude has been harder on you than most,” Ms. Fennec says gently. She shakes her head, as though remembering something painful and long ago. “When my first big relationship ended, it felt as though the world ended with it. It didn’t seem possible that life could go on, but it did. It does.”

			I stare at her.

			“Jude didn’t break up with me, Ms. Fennec.”

			“No—no, of course. I know that,” she says, flustered. “What I mean is that you’re still so young. There’s so much ahead of you, and you will recover from this. It might even be a chance to strengthen relationships with some of your peers.”

			Subtext: She knows I have no friends here. And I’m not going to make any sitting alone in my room in the dark.

			Ms. Fennec looks uncomfortable. “The thing is, Lyssa, it’s six weeks until your final exams and assignments are due, and you haven’t yet completed enough of your coursework to make passing grades. The timing is awful, but if you can’t make those deadlines this year, then we need to have a conversation about deferring your studies.”

			There it is. The hard line under all the school’s talk about support and understanding: I still need to live up to my potential.

			“I know about your situation—your scholarship.” Ms. Fennec says the word like it’s an affliction. “And I want to help. We can work together.”

			“Okay.” I feel about as capable of doing homework as performing brain surgery, but I don’t want her to send me home.

			She brightens. “Good. Here’s what we’ll do. You’re going to check in with me twice a week, Mondays and Thursdays after school. We’ll see where you’re at with your assignments and what work you have coming up, and we’ll make a study plan together. I can also help you negotiate any extensions and let your teachers know if there are areas where you need extra scaffolding.” She offers me a soft smile. “And we can talk, Lyssa.”

			“About Jude?” I ask.

			“About anything that’s on your mind.”

			It’s a generous offer. Milford doesn’t let students fall through the gaps. Especially not those of us who are capable and in twelfth grade. Because when the results are published at the end of the year, the school expects to boast multiple merit scholars in every subject. And it expects us to turn our near-perfect grades into college degrees and PhDs. To become leaders and innovators in our chosen fields and to keep Milford listed in bold on our resumes. Much as I hate the school’s fixation on reputation and status—much as it feels as though I’m being used—I also know I won’t get this level of support at the public school back home. And, more importantly, I won’t have Jude.

			“How about we start now with an apology letter to Dr. Ross?” Ms. Fennec prompts, shuffling George’s chair closer to my desk and gesturing for me to join her.

			I’d rather eat glass. But I already know I’ll do it. Just like I’ll meet with Ms. Fennec twice a week and plan out essays and tackle math problems under her watchful eye. I’ll manage. Because I have to. Because Jude is here. Our story is here. And I can’t lose him a second time.

			

			—

			That night, I skip dinner and am already in bed when George returns at lights-out. I wear my track pants and Jude’s sweater beneath the quilt and lie awake listening to his music through my headphones. My scar prickles painfully—I can feel Jude reaching for me—but it’s well after midnight before George puts down her Switch, and I force myself to wait another half hour before I take out the flashlight I keep hidden between my mattress and the wall, slip on my sneakers, and head down Henley’s back stairs.

			Outside, the night is still. Spelled. Stars glitter around a sickle moon and a dusting of frost carpets the sports fields. I move quickly along the edge of the grass, keeping my flashlight covered with the cuff of my sweater to dim the beam as I head for the Wilds.

			In the days since I’ve been there, the blackberry leaves have begun to brown and curl at the edges, and their canes snap like tiny bones beneath my feet.

			It’s cold inside the Witch Hut—colder than outside, even—and my breath plumes white as I light the candles in the hearth and gather the blankets from the floor. Memories of the weekend afternoons Jude and I spent here fly up as I shake them out. For a moment, I’m overcome with longing—my body buckling beneath the terrible, crushing weight of Jude’s absence—before I remember why I’ve come and reach a shaking hand into my pocket for his knife.

			It takes the better part of an hour to carve the hut’s wooden floor. The knife’s slight hook makes it awkward to work with, and by the time I’m done, my hands are blistered and swollen with splinters. But when I sit back to admire my work, it’s worth it to see the jagged letters fanned across the space where we’d come to be close. Worth it to know that this Ouija board is ours and ours alone.

			I place the candle marked with our initials on the windowsill as a summons and use the flame to sterilize the blade, same as Jude did when we met here at Mabon. The day still weighs heavy against me, but when I kneel before the board and call for Jude, the upturned water glass I use for a planchette glides smoothly beneath my fingers. And his message is clear.

			With his hand guiding mine, I barely feel the new cuts deepening the wound on my chest. And I welcome the rushing dark. The sickening vertigo. The sob that breaks from my throat as I’m pulled out of time, because Jude is with me. Gathering me close. His chest is solid and warm beneath my cheek as he hums my favorite of his songs and strokes my hair. And now that I’m safe within the circle of his arms, nothing else can touch me. Nothing hurts.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12
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				George

			
			I burn the broken pieces of the Ouija board in the common room fireplace and salt the ashes, for all the good it does. I can’t stop seeing the blood on Lyssa’s shirt, right over her heart. Jude’s smile on her face. His hand reaching from the shadows. And when I return to our room that night, I can still feel his presence. As though Lyssa and I are twined in a folie à deux, conjuring him between us. His soft, yearning melodies drift from her headphones to loop around me in the dark. I try to ignore them, try to sleep. But the opening notes of “Night-Light”—the song he wrote for me about our first night at Milford—are a spell in my ear, setting an ache in my heart and spiriting me back to a time when things were simple and sweet between us.

			Jude knew I was nervous about being away from home. Milford seemed stuffy and formal compared with the day school we’d both attended in Angasvale. And after summer in the vineyards, I wasn’t looking forward to being cooped up indoors, let alone in the cramped room I’d been assigned with Merri, Mia, and Verity in Mortlock House, the dorm for tenth-grade girls. Our first day was dedicated to unpacking and getting to know our dormmates through a series of painful icebreaker games, and I didn’t see Jude until he passed by my table at dinner and pressed a note into my hand.

			Meet me in your common room at midnight.

			I’d pocketed the paper before anyone else saw. Our teachers had made it very clear there was zero tolerance for students caught sneaking into each other’s dorms, and I thrilled at the thought of Jude risking so much to see me.

			That night, I waited for my roommates to fall asleep and kept my eye on my alarm clock. When I slipped out of bed at exactly midnight, the hall lights were still on, in case we needed to find our way to the bathroom, but the common room was dark and appeared to be empty.

			“Hey, Jude,” I whispered, stepping inside.

			For a moment, there was no reply save for the pop of coals cooling in the fireplace. My heart sank and I started to feel silly. Because how did Jude even expect to get in? But then he peeled himself from the shadows and moonlight silvered his profile, catching the edge of his smile.

			“Hey there, Georgy Girl.”

			“You’re not supposed to be here,” I said, fighting a smile as I double-checked the hall and closed the door. “You cannot make a habit of this.”

			“I know, but I thought you might have trouble sleeping, and I brought you something.”

			He reached into his pocket and pulled out a palm-sized packet of glow-in-the-dark stars. Jude knew that I still slept with a night-light back home. A small globe the size of a tennis ball painted with a cat’s face that I’d had on my nightstand since I was two. I hadn’t wanted to leave it behind, but it was too humiliating to bring to school.

			“I figured you could stick them down the side of your bed,” Jude offered. “That way you’ll be able to see them, but your roommates don’t have to know.”

			“That’s actually very thoughtful,” I said, feeling myself blush. “Thank you.”

			He caught my hand as I made to take them, mischief glinting in his eyes. “Now that you’re up, come explore with me.”

			There it was. The real reason he’d gotten me out of bed.

			I followed his gaze to the latticed window where the security lights cast an inviting, honeycomb glow over Milford’s gardens.

			I bit my lip. “We’ll get in trouble.”

			Jude’s smile grew. “Only if we get caught.”

			

			—

			I should have said no. Gone back to bed and told Jude to do the same. Once upon a time, we thought nothing of spending our nights together. In elementary school, we’d set up our sleeping bags by the dam and camp out, at first with one or more of our parents to keep an eye on us, and later, on our own. Or else we’d stay up late gaming and fall asleep, top to tail, on the couch at one of our houses. Back then, Jude was a skinny, sharp-eyed kid—whip-smart and curious, but too daring for his own good. And usually filthy from playing outdoors. The only place he’d sit still was at the piano. When we arrived at Milford, he remained half wild and wore his hair long, but he’d had a growth spurt toward the end of ninth grade, and over the course of that summer, he’d become almost unrecognizable: strong and tan from working in his family’s vineyard. His boyish grin turned vulpine.

			I suppose I’d changed, too, because Jude looked at me differently that summer when he came tapping at my window after our parents were asleep. This shift between us scared me, and I’d taken to drawing my blinds, no longer trusting myself to let him in. But that first night at Milford, my curiosity got the better of me; I missed my old friend, and I wanted to know what else we might be.

			It was early February. The nights were still warm, even in the hills, and we walked out, hand in hand, under a sky enchanted with stars. Jude led me to the rose garden, where the bushes were in full bloom, their petals thick and velvety beneath my fingers, and their deep red color bruised wine dark by the night.

			“These are the same roses that grow in your family’s vineyard,” I said, drinking in their familiar, heady perfume.

			Jude nodded. “Those were taken from here. Daphne designed the Milford estate with the rose garden at its heart. Mom said we should come here if we ever felt homesick.”

			That was kind of Clem. My mom never would have thought of a thing like that.

			I closed my eyes to better enjoy the roses’ dizzying sweetness, and for a moment I was back in the Sinclairs’ vineyard with Jude, racing our bikes through the rows and pelting each other with grapes that we weren’t supposed to pick. I smiled at the memory, and when I opened my eyes again, Jude was watching me with a hungry expression that raised goose bumps on my skin.

			“We should do a spell,” he said, eyes locked on mine.

			I’d started dabbling in witchcraft at the start of high school for the same reason a lot of girls do: because it made me feel powerful at a time when so much, including my own body, felt outside my control. Since then, my interest had developed into an intuitive sort of practice. My gift for it fascinated Jude, and I fizzed at the thought of making magic with him.

			“What did you have in mind?” I asked.

			“Something to help us feel at home here. To make it ours.”

			I thought for a moment before plucking two fat petals from the nearest rose and offering one to him. “Hold this, and repeat after me: Stars, bear witness.”

			Jude grinned, one eyebrow slightly raised, humoring me. “Stars, bear witness.”

			“This was your idea. Take it seriously,” I said, tilting his chin to the sky, though I was smiling, too. “We arrive at this place with open hearts.”

			Jude made a show of composing himself and repeated the words. “We arrive at this place with open hearts.”

			“And ask it to nurture us in mind, body, and…uh—” Jude was watching me again with that same teasing smile, and his eyes glittered with a magic all of their own. “Mind, body, and spirit,” I said, recovering myself.

			“And ask it to nurture us in mind, body, and spirit,” Jude repeated smoothly.

			“Now stick out your tongue—not at me,” I clarified, rolling my eyes. “For this.” I raised my rose petal and took a step closer to place it on the tip of his tongue. His eyelids fluttered closed at my touch, and I allowed myself a moment to admire the newly sharpened lines of his cheekbones and the way his once-baggy T-shirt now pulled tight across his chest.

			“You have to swallow it,” I whispered, and watched with glee as his face contorted in a grimace.

			“Ugh, tastes like soap.”

			“That was the easy part,” I said with a laugh, plucking the other petal from his hand and eating it quickly to deny him the pleasure of feeding it to me. “Now that we’ve asked for something, we have to make an offering in return.”

			Jude nodded, as though, yes, this made sense. “Give me your hand.”

			“What for?” I asked, skeptical but obliging.

			“I want to do this part. Close your eyes,” he said, running his thumb across my knuckles. “Stars, bear witness.”

			“Stars, bear witness.” I opened my eyes a crack to look at him through my lashes.

			“No peeking,” he chided, brushing his fingertips over my eyelids to close them once more. “We offer ourselves to this place and promise to enrich it with our energy, time, and attention.”

			I felt him lean toward me as we repeated the incantation together. For a moment, I thought he might kiss me. Instead, he turned my palm to the sky and a sharp, stinging pain cut deep across the pad of my thumb.

			“Ow! The fuck are you doing?” I cried, jerking free.

			Looking down, I saw Jude had cut me with a rose thorn, splitting the skin of my thumb from nail to joint.

			“No magic without sacrifice, right?” Jude regarded me with a wicked gleam in his eye as he repeated the injury on himself.

			I sighed, exasperated. “It’s supposed to be ‘everything in balance,’ Jude.”

			The sight of the blood welling from my thumb was a reminder that trusting him was a risk. It always had been. But in that moment, with his gaze lighting me up and the night laid before us, it was a risk I was willing to take.

			We pressed our bloody thumbprints to what was left of the rose we’d used for the spell. Then Jude took my uninjured hand and led me across the campus to leave our prints on dorm walls and classroom doors, on tennis nets and goalposts, and on the tree trunks, gazebos, and summer flowers of Daphne Milford’s garden. Offering ourselves and staking our claim.

			“Does it feel like home yet?” Jude asked me, hours later.

			We were lying together on the grass at the edge of the soccer field, our thumbs wrapped in gum leaves. I had my head on Jude’s chest, using him as a pillow, and he had one arm draped over my waist so that his hand rested on my belly. It was comfortable and familiar, as though we were shaped to fit that way.

			I considered his question. I wasn’t sure Milford would ever feel like a place I belonged, but out there in the dark with him, I did.

			“I’ve been home since you handed me that note,” I told him.

			His heart quickened beneath my cheek and he smiled against my hair. “I have a confession to make; I had an ulterior motive for inviting you out here.”

			“Sounds ominous,” I teased.

			He kept his arm around me as I shifted to face him.

			“I hoped we might try something—something new for us.”

			“More magic?” I asked.

			He reached out to smooth back my hair and his fingertips lingered on my cheek. “Of a sort.”

			The sun was just starting to rise, chasing off the shadows so that I could see him clearly for the first time that night. I searched his face for the boy I’d grown up with. My playmate. I’m sure he was still in there somewhere, but the Jude with me now was older. More mature. And he was looking at me with such yearning, it made me want to run my fingers through his raven-feather hair and trace the faint stubble along his jaw. Learn him anew.

			“What if we don’t work?” I asked.

			Jude shook his head and leaned closer to whisper in my ear. “But imagine if we do.”

			His words set my whole body tingling. He was my best friend. My everything. I couldn’t picture my life without him, but I also understood that we were fast outgrowing tree forts and midnight feasts. And I wanted to believe our relationship could evolve with us. That we were made for each other. Two halves of a whole.

			His lips were soft as rose petals, making each kiss a question: Do you like this? And this? And this? My heart thudded yes, yes, yes in reply, both of us grinning like goons as I pulled him closer. We kissed until our lips were bruised and our hair confettied with grass clippings. Until there wasn’t enough air between us. And until Jude pulled away and buried his head against my shoulder.

			“We have to stop.” His voice was a growl against my throat.

			“What? Why? What’s wrong?” I asked, flushed and out of breath.

			The dawn light was bittersweet in his eyes as he nodded back toward the dorms, where the early birds among our classmates were beginning to make their way to the dining hall or morning trainings.

			“Time to wake up.”

			I didn’t want to. I still don’t want to. Jude set a light in me that night. And it made me feel sure that we would always be able to find a way back to each other.

			It wasn’t until later that morning, when I was getting dressed for school, that I saw what else he’d done. Or rather, Merri saw it.

			“Whoa, someone’s marked their territory.”

			I frowned at her as I buttoned my shirt. “What do you mean?”

			She raised an eyebrow and tapped the spot just below her collar.

			I turned to the mirror in my open wardrobe door and saw the blushing mark where Jude had kissed the blood to the surface of my skin. It was almost the exact size and shape of his thumb.

			

			—

			My fingers are touching the spot when I come awake, my heart thudding quick beneath. It’s been more than two years since that night, but I can still feel the eager press of Jude’s lips. His reluctance to let me go. And the memory is vivid around me. Our song playing through Lyssa’s headphones, collapsing the distance between now and then. I sit up, confused, and run a hand through my hair, half expecting to find grass clippings on my pillow and a leaf wrapped tight around my thumb. Instead, there’s only the jagged half moon of a scar. The sight of it makes my eyes grow hot and my vision stars with tears. I’ve been so careful not to think about the good times I shared with Jude. It’s easier to hate him than to miss him. But now I have to bite down on my sheet to keep my sobs from escaping.

			As “Night-Light” finishes playing, I realize the volume is way too loud and the melody too clear to be coming from Lyssa’s headphones, and after the final notes fade out, the song begins again. In the early-morning light, I see Lyssa is still asleep and oblivious to the music, which makes me scared I’m imagining it. As though using the Ouija board has loosened my grip on reality and allowed Jude back into my life.

			It’s only when I hear Mia yelling out in the hall—“Noooo! Not again! Who the fuck is torturing us with this shit!”—that I realize I’m not the only one who can hear the music; “Night-Light” is playing over the school’s PA system.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13
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				Lyssa

			
			I don’t remember making my way back to Henley House from the Witch Hut after carving the Ouija board. And it scares me a little, losing time. My hands are still sore with splinters and the deepening cross over my heart is raw and weeping. I have to put a dressing on it to keep it from staining my school shirt. But Jude’s music plays all through the school and his name is on everyone’s lips today. Now no one can deny he’s still here, and that makes me feel less alone.

			It takes the tech team until halfway through breakfast to figure out how to stop “Night-Light” looping over the PA system. Apparently, it was playing from a laptop found on the piano stool in the assembly hall. No one’s owning up to it, and there are whispers going around that it was Jude’s ghost. I wonder if that’s even possible. If he’s that powerful. Or if there’s someone else who misses him as much as I do.

			“Night-Light” was the first song Jude played for me. He often hummed it under his breath when his thoughts wandered. When I asked him about it, he seemed caught off guard, as if he hadn’t realized the tune was on his lips.

			“It’s a lullaby,” he told me. “About staying up all night, feeling homesick. Wanting company in the dark.”

			By then, I knew that Jude was an insomniac, but I got the impression he enjoyed being the only person awake. It made me sad to think that might not be the case, and to imagine him up late, alone. Lonely.

			“Will you play it for me?” I asked.

			“It’s old,” he demurred. “Not my best. You really want to hear it?”

			In the early days of our relationship, he dazzled me, threading my days with bright enchantments and deflecting my questions so that it was hard to see him clearly.

			“I do,” I told him. “I want to know you, Jude.”

			We’d gone to one of the rehearsal rooms in the Music Suite and I’d sat beside him on the piano stool, tucking in close so that he could still reach the keys with his arm around me. “Night-Light” has no lyrics—few of his songs do—but he hummed the melody as he played, and with my cheek resting against his chest, I felt the notes rising from some secret place within him.

			He would come to write songs for me, too. Spells cast in music, binding me to him. But none holds the same magic as “Night-Light.” The melody loops and twists, like it’s chasing a lantern through the dark. And Jude always played it pianissimo, his touch whisper-soft on the keys, inviting the listener to lean close. It’s intimate and vulnerable. A little spooky, even. As though, when he wrote it, Jude himself had been bewitched.

			

			—

			I’m in the dining hall, nursing a mug of black coffee and trying to make sense of my math homework, when “Night-Light” stops playing. My head is fogged from lack of sleep, and without Jude’s music to carry me, the breakfast clamor is too loud in my ears and the morning light flooding in at the windows too bright.

			I’m still staring at the same equation that’s had me stumped for five minutes when Dr. Woodcroft strides in wearing her usual pantsuit and silk blouse, but looking as though she dressed in a hurry, with her silvered hair still flowing loose over her shoulders. She lives in the renovated coach house by the campus gate and must have been woken by Jude’s music, same as the rest of us. When she claps her hands to get our attention, the room instantly falls still.

			“Good morning, all. As I’m sure many of you are relieved to hear, Mr. Maddson has located and disabled the source of this morning’s rather unorthodox wake-up call. Apparently, some person or persons among you thought it would be funny to remind us of what we have so recently lost.” Her ice-blue gaze tracks across the room, freezing each of us in place. “Or perhaps you were hoping to scare us? Was that the idea?”

			She leaves a dangerous pause, daring someone to speak up. Which, of course, no one does.

			“Not so bold now, are you?” It might be my imagination, but Dr. Woodcroft’s attention seems to hover on George for a moment before she clears her throat and continues. “Whoever you are and whatever your motive, I wish to make one thing crystal clear: What happened here this morning was immature and insensitive. The dead are to be remembered with respect, not conjured through cheap parlor tricks, and I will not tolerate talk of ghosts, witchcraft, or supernatural nonsense while we are in mourning.” She lets the weight of her words settle over us before she continues. “Mr. Maddson and his tech team are tracing the laptop and login used to access the PA system and those responsible will be held accountable.

			“Each of you will experience many setbacks in your life,” she reminds us. “Some will be catastrophic. But the proof of your character lies in how you react.” Her voice thaws from glacial to merely chilly. “Jude Sinclair’s death is a tragedy. There is no minimizing the force of the blow. But you are our future leaders, and regardless of your personal feelings toward Jude, I expect you to show grace and fortitude as we heal.”

			I drop my gaze to my coffee mug. Dr. Woodcroft has always been strict, but her anger seems like an overreaction. I don’t understand what’s so wrong about someone playing Jude’s music. Or why the teachers are in such a hurry to have us forget him. I would have thought, given his family’s connection to the school, that the campus would become a living memorial, the way it is to Daphne Milford. They should be renaming buildings for him. Not telling us his death is an opportunity for self-improvement.

			Everyone has the good sense to keep quiet until Dr. Woodcroft leaves. But the buzz of chatter resumes, louder than ever, the instant she’s out the door. Across the table from me, Mia leans over to whisper to Fatima.

			“Twenty bucks says Woody confiscates our laptops if she can’t find the asshole that did this. As if being woken by Jude’s music at five fucking a.m. wasn’t punishment enough.”

			“What if it was Jude?” Fatima replies, disregarding Dr. Woodcroft’s warning.

			Mia makes a face, but Fatima is undeterred.

			“It’s one hundred percent something he would do.” She flashes a wicked grin. “Plus, it’d be kind of cool if Milford did have a ghost.”

			Mia shrugs. “My money’s on George.”

			This makes no sense. George had been upset when Jude came through on the Ouija board. She made it very clear she had zero interest in summoning him. And yet, I was sure I’d seen Dr. Woodcroft looking at her with suspicion.

			“Why George?” I ask.

			Mia and Fatima look up, startled, clearly unaware that I was within earshot.

			“Well…because of her reputation?” Mia ventures. “And the, uh, thing with her and Jude?”

			“What thing?” I ask, a sick feeling stirring in my stomach.

			Mia’s eyes go wide. “You don’t know? I mean, she almost got expelled—”

			Fatima cuts her off with a sharp look. “Dude, George will straight up hex you if you say another word. It’s not your story to share. And not something you need to hear right now,” she says, turning to me.

			My nausea intensifies. Does everyone know something about George and Jude that I don’t? Has the whole school been keeping their secrets?

			“I’ll tell you this much,” Mia says, like she’s doing me a favor. “If it was George, you need to be careful. She and Jude got into some weird shit back in tenth grade. If Jude’s mom wasn’t on the school board and if she hadn’t stepped in, George wouldn’t still be here. And if you ask me, we all would have been better off.”

			

			—

			My conversation with Mia and Fatima leaves me churned up. I’m torn between finding George and demanding to know what happened with her and Jude, and avoiding her completely. George can be prickly, but for as long as I’ve known her, she’s kept a low profile: holing up in our room with her Switch and her books. It’s rare enough that she joins us in the dining hall for meals, and almost impossible to imagine her causing enough of a scene to get herself kicked out.

			If whatever got her in trouble had something to do with Jude, that went a long way to explaining why George hadn’t told me about their past. Though it still didn’t make sense that Jude would keep it a secret. Maybe he was embarrassed by what George had done? Or maybe he was protecting her. Trying not to make things worse, for her sake.

			Either way, Mia isn’t the only person in our year who’s convinced that George is behind the “Night-Light” broadcast. And because Dr. Woodcroft expressly forbade us from entertaining rumors that Jude was somehow involved, the idea has caught like wildfire. By lunchtime, the incident has been dubbed GhostGate, and people are suddenly remembering strange happenings that have occurred since his death. Alexis Holt says she saw him—or someone who looked like him at a distance—watching her from the rose garden while we were in history. Hamish Henry swears he heard the rattle of D&D dice when he was working late and alone in the library, while Zinzi and Verity claim they had the exact same dream about him and woke to see the shadows of someone’s feet blocking the light from the hall beneath their door. Everyone in our year seems to have a story. I’m not sure I believe them. Deep down, I’m certain Jude is only here for me. But hearing him talked about helps keep him close.

			His name is still echoing through the halls in thrilled and fearful whispers when Shiv calls a dorm meeting in the common room after dinner. She’s standing by the fireplace, looking stern and counting us off as we file in. Ayla Dawkins is with her, hugging her arms across her chest, and her eyes are red-rimmed from crying. George is there, too, sitting on a table by the back wall. I try to catch her eye, but she turns away from me, looking both murderous and miserable. I have no idea what’s going on, and from the confusion on my classmates’ faces, no one else does either.

			“All right, listen up!” Shiv says once everyone’s gathered. “I know we’ve all got a ton of homework to do, so I’ll keep this brief. Ayla’s diamond stud earrings are missing. She says they were in a dish on her desk when she left for breakfast this morning and they’d disappeared when she came back from lessons this afternoon. We’ve both gone through her room and we couldn’t find them.”

			“Have you spoken to Harlow about it?” Verity asks. “Not to point fingers, but she is your roommate.”

			“She’s been in the infirmary with the flu since Sunday night,” Ayla sniffs.

			Mia crosses her arms beside Verity. “So you think one of us took them?”

			“No one’s accusing anyone,” Shiv assures her. “And for now this is just between us. Stealing something this valuable has serious consequences, so before Ayla reports it to Ms. Fennec, I wanted to give anyone who may know something the chance to come forward. If the earrings are returned before lights-out tomorrow night, we’ll say no more about it and the teachers don’t need to be involved.”

			“My grandma gave them to me for my birthday. They’re, like, super precious, but mostly because they remind me of her,” Ayla says tearfully. “I just want them back.”

			One or two of my dormmates work hard not to roll their eyes, while others aren’t so polite. I’m pretty sure most of them have their own pieces of highly valuable jewelry. Small diamond and pearl studs are even permitted as part of our uniform. But it’s crass to draw attention to them. Something I’ve learned at Milford is that rich people are weird about money. If you have it, you don’t talk about it. And if Ayla was hoping for sympathy, she isn’t going to get any.

			“Maybe Jude took them,” someone whispers.

			“That’s not funny,” Shiv cautions. But it’s too late.

			“If he can steal a laptop, why not Ayla’s earrings?” Fatima asks.

			“Oh my God, it could totally be him!” Zinzi squeals. “What if he’s watching us sleep?”

			“What if he’s here with us right now?” Verity tiptoes her fingers up Aisha’s spine.

			Aisha shrieks and jumps out of her beanbag. Other girls squeal with her and the room erupts into chaos. I wonder how many of them believe it could be him, and how many just enjoy the thrill of pretending.

			“Jude wasn’t a thief!” George shouts, raising her voice to make herself heard over the rising conspiracy.

			The fury in her voice, or perhaps the mere fact that she’s spoken at all, gets everyone’s attention. She’s stood up from the table she was sitting on, her jaw clenched tight and her hands balled into fists.

			“If he was haunting us—which he is not,” she says, looking directly at me. “He wouldn’t waste his time on petty shit. Grow the fuck up and get over yourselves. You’re the only monsters here.”

			

			—

			When I get back to our room after the meeting—which Shiv brings to a close right after George storms out—I find George still in a fury, going through my desk.

			“What are you doing?” I ask, taking a cautious step toward her.

			She whirls around, her eyes flashing with anger. “Looking for Ayla’s earrings. Did you take them?”

			“What?” The accusation is absurd and I bark out a laugh. But George is serious, and the implication stings. “You think because I can’t afford expensive earrings, I’d steal someone else’s? That I would even care about a thing like that right now?”

			“No, that’s not what I—no!” But she’s flustered in a way that proves I’m right.

			Rage claws up inside me.

			“This may come as a shock to you, George, but just because your family has more money than mine doesn’t make you superior. Yes, I dreamed about going to a school like Milford. Yes, I appreciate that we have chefs and live-in tutors and a state-of-the-art swim center. And yes, I enjoy doing my English homework in our big sandstone library full of books with a view of the rose garden. Of course I do. But I earned my place here, George. Milford needs people like me to attract families like yours. And I’m tired of you assuming I’m not worthy of what you have. Or that I’m so desperate and morally bankrupt, I’d stoop to theft.”

			George narrows her eyes at me. “You helped yourself to my Ouija board.”

			Heat flushes my cheeks. “That was different.”

			“Was it?” she demands, and I realize that she isn’t angry with our classmates for making jokes about Jude’s ghost: She’s angry with me. “Because it seems more than a coincidence that right after you went through my things, the PA system was hacked and Ayla’s earrings went missing. Are you—” She licks her lips and takes a breath. “Are you doing these things to make it seem like Jude’s still here?”

			I stare at her, dismayed.

			“He is still here,” I say. “And no, I didn’t do this. I don’t think he did either. People are saying it was you.”

			George rolls her eyes. “Of course they are.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			She hesitates, as though debating something within herself, then takes a deep breath and looks me in the eye.

			“ ‘Night-Light’ is my song, Lyssa. Jude wrote it for me.” George softens the blow with a rueful smile. “And I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but when things go wrong around here, I’m a convenient scapegoat.”

			Her song.

			He wrote her a song.

			I can’t process it.

			“He told me it was about being homesick,” I say, feeling stunned.

			George nods and drops her gaze. “I was homesick. He was home.”

			Something inside me gives way and I sink onto my bed. My heart is in my throat, and I don’t want to be having this conversation. Don’t want it to be true.

			“We were new here then,” she says by way of explanation. “Jude was familiar. We didn’t stay close.”

			“Because you got in trouble?” I venture, a part of me wanting to hurt her. “Mia told me you did something so bad that Jude’s mom had to step in to keep you from getting expelled.”

			“Good to know that’s still a trending topic.” She grimaces, as though the memory causes her physical pain. “I’m sure Mia also told you it wasn’t Jude’s fault?”

			“She didn’t go into details,” I say stiffly. “Why? What happened?”

			George shifts her gaze to the window, presumably to avoid looking at me. After a moment she swipes at her eyes, and when she faces me again, her expression is blank, as though she’s shut down.

			“I fucked up, Lyssa. That’s what happened.”

			I frown at her. “That’s not an explanation.”

			She shrugs, like it’s none of my business. “It was before your time here. The details don’t matter. But you’re right about one thing,” she says, looking regretful. “I did get in trouble. And Jude and I had nothing to do with each other after that.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14
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				George

			
			I know I’m a coward. It wasn’t fair to tell Lyssa about “Night-Light” and not what came after. But the truth is all gummed up inside me. Messy and complicated. I don’t know how to put it into words. Not when a very public reminder of my history with Jude is still ringing in everyone’s ears and half the school is convinced I’m responsible for it. The last thing I need right now is for people to start digging up our past and picking over the bones. Putting me on trial again.

			Fortunately for me, it doesn’t take Mr. Maddson long to figure out that the laptop used to hack the PA system belongs to Jude’s roommate, Oscar. It’s not clear why he did it, but he and Jude were close, so I guess it makes sense. However, no one returns Ayla’s earrings. And in the week after they disappear, other things go missing from Henley House: Zinzi’s journal, Aisha’s lucky bra, a half bottle of vodka Mia had hidden behind a baseboard, Harlow’s vape, and my Zelda: Breath of the Wild game card, which is annoying given I went to the trouble of completing the Champion’s Ballad to get the Master Cycle Zero. With the exception of Ayla’s earrings, everything that’s been taken is either contraband or too embarrassing to report. It’s as though someone is out to steal our secrets.

			And it’s not just the thefts keeping us on edge. Daphne Milford’s azaleas continue to bloom siren bright and out of season through the drifting fog, and my dormmates in Henley House complain of nightmares. Of being woken by strange noises and seeing shadow figures in the dark. Behind the teachers’ backs, whispers of Jude’s ghost multiply unchecked. Every misplaced water bottle and glitch in the school’s perpetually flaky intranet—every strange coincidence and turn of bad luck—seems proof of a haunting.

			All the while, the temperature continues to drop, descending toward winter. A damp chill seeps beneath our classroom doors and mushrooms push through the carpet of pine needles out in the Wilds. Much as I try to resist it, I find myself swept up in the sinister mood taking hold. And on a Wednesday evening, two weeks after I burned the Ouija board and the thefts began, I encounter something frightening that I can’t explain away.

			Lyssa is at the library—we’ve become even more skilled at avoiding each other—and I’m alone in our room working on an English essay about who is responsible for the evil in Macbeth. To my mind, it’s a redundant question—the play isn’t about evil; it’s about power and ambition and agency. My lamp keeps buzzing, making it hard to focus, and I look up from my laptop feeling stuck. It’s a little after five-thirty. Sports practices have finished for the afternoon, and the sports fields are hazy through the dusk and the mist that’s been veiling the campus since the start of term. But my gaze snags on a solid shape at the far edge of the grass, right around the spot where the trees hide the path to the Witch Hut.

			I squint at it and realize it’s a person. Tall and pale, dressed in dark clothes and with black hair. Or maybe they’re wearing a hoodie. It’s hard to tell. At this time of year, when the mushrooms are out, we occasionally get locals foraging in the Wilds, and I figure it’s just someone who knows there’s a rich harvest of porcinis going to waste. I can’t make out their features at this distance, but they appear to be looking toward the buildings. Curious perhaps. From their position at the edge of the Wilds, Milford must seem like something from a dream: encircled by tall-reaching pines with the warm lights from the dorms glowing over the gardens and grounds. Whoever’s out there must have paused in their foraging to take it in. I try to refocus on my essay, but I’ve barely managed to rough out a paragraph before the sense of being watched causes me to look up a second time.

			The person is still there, but now they’re standing on the dorm side of the soccer goal, in the middle of the field. Which is odd. Foragers are technically trespassing, and they don’t usually come this close, or risk drawing attention to themselves. I still can’t make out their features in the gloaming, but from the tilt of their chin they seem to be staring up at my window. I sense the directness of their gaze, focused and intent. It gives me a bad feeling. Fog creeps around the lower half of their body and there’s no one else on the field or crossing the path that separates the grass from the dorms.

			I reach up to close the blinds, uncomfortable with being watched, and the figure raises their arm to mirror me. I stop. The figure stops with me. Unease crawls beneath my skin: Something is off here.

			Whoever’s out there appears to be holding something in their lifted hand. I narrow my eyes, trying to see what it is, and as though responding to my attention, light flickers just above their fingers. A single flame dancing in the wind.

			Fear chokes my breath, and I lean closer to be certain of what I’m seeing. The figure is still watching me, and I catch the glint of their teeth in the light from the flame as they smile. Dread has me paralyzed, and my nose is almost touching the glass, when something large and black swoops from the gloom and slams against the window with a sickening THUNK.

			I scream and reel back, my voice high with panic. And before I can make sense of what’s happened—that a bird has flown into the window—Ms. Fennec is at my door, her dangly earrings tangling in her curls in her haste to get to me.

			“What is it, George? What’s wrong?” She looks around the room like she’s expecting an axe murderer.

			“There’s someone outside,” I stammer. “Someone who shouldn’t be here.”

			Concern crosses her face as she steps past me to the window and squints down at the darkened field.

			“Where?” She frowns. “I don’t see anyone.”

			I look with her, but the figure is gone. Swallowed by the deepening night.

			“They were by the soccer goal a second ago. And there was a bird. It might be dead.” I’m aware I’m not making sense and my hands are shaking.

			“All right. I can see something’s spooked you,” Ms. Fennec says, keeping her voice calm. “Why don’t you sit down? Have some water?” She offers me the water bottle from my desk and my hands shake as I accept it. “Can you describe the person you saw?”

			“It was a man—I think. Or a boy? Pale, but sort of shadowy? And his face…his face was…” Nothing more than the flicker of a smile.

			The more I try to pin him down, the harder it becomes to hold his image in my mind.

			Ms. Fennec’s frown deepens. “George, what you’re describing…it sounds like a ghost.”

			“No. It was a real person,” I insist. “I’m not making this up!”

			“I’m not saying you are,” she assures me, in a tone that does anything but. “It’s just”—she hesitates, chewing her lip—“Dr. Woodcroft told me you and Jude used to be close. It makes sense that you might see him. Or something that looks a little like him.”

			The room sways around me and the lamp continues to buzz. I stare at it, remembering how it had done the same thing when I found Lyssa watching me in her sleep the night of Jude’s funeral, and again when we used the Ouija board.

			But no. It couldn’t be him. I wasn’t even thinking of Jude when I saw the figure.

			“Dr. Woodcroft also told me what happened at the end of tenth grade.” Ms. Fennec’s expression softens to concern, verging on pity. “These past few weeks must have brought up a lot of feelings for you.”

			I hug my arms tight across my chest and give her nothing. I can imagine what Woody might have said to her.

			“It’s okay if you’re sad,” Ms. Fennec tells me gently. “You and Jude shared a long history, and you’re allowed to miss him.” She touches my arm, making sure she has my attention. “But you’re also allowed to move on.”

			I shrug her off. As though it were that easy.

			Ms. Fennec looks out the window toward the sports fields where I saw the figure. “You know, I also heard you used to be one of our star soccer players. Maybe you should think about rejoining the team? It might help.”

			I shake my head. Even if I wanted to play—which I don’t—it’d take more than winning the Intercol Cup for most of my teammates to welcome me back.

			“Jude’s been dead to me a long time,” I tell Ms. Fennec. “I don’t need help getting over him.”

			

			—

			I try to put the incident out of my head and refocus on my essay after Ms. Fennec leaves. I’m scared she’s right about what I saw. That I’m summoning ghosts from fog and shadow. I don’t want to be haunted by Jude. I refuse to give him that power.

			But even with the blinds down, I’m distracted by the strong sense that someone is watching me. I don’t feel safe on my own. And in the end, I pack up my things and head to the library.

			It’s busy this time of evening—the debating teams and friends working on group assignments have booked the meeting rooms and study “cocoons,” and shy kids cozy up with books while less shy kids cozy up with each other in the stacks. The long tables with their charging ports and reading lamps are mostly full and Mr. Habel is doing his best to keep the noise at a level where people can still work. I manage to snag a free beanbag by the gas heater in the Nook at the back of the relatively quiet fiction section and have barely settled in when Oscar Harris plonks onto the beanbag beside mine. He doesn’t acknowledge me but makes such a fuss of arranging his books and laptop that it’s clear he’s hoping to get my attention.

			“Can I help you, Oscar?”

			“Oh, hey, George,” he says. “I didn’t see you there.”

			I resist the urge to roll my eyes.

			He fidgets with the zip of his pencil case and his hands are shaking a little. “I, uh, did actually want to talk to you, though.”

			I close my laptop—it seems Macbeth and I are ill-fated to meet tonight—and turn to glare at Oscar.

			“Well?” I demand. “What is it?”

			“You know how someone hacked the PA system using my laptop?” He leans in as though he has a huge and potentially scandalous secret to share. “It wasn’t me.”

			“No, of course not,” I deadpan.

			“I’m serious, George! Woody’s given me a month of Saturday detentions,” he says, flustered. “It isn’t fair!”

			“You have my deepest sympathies. I can’t imagine how it must feel to be falsely accused of something.”

			He lowers his voice. “Did you do this?”

			I give him my most withering stare. “No. But half the school still thinks I did, so cheers for that.”

			He sighs, frustrated. “Look, I’m sorry about the thing in tenth grade, okay?”

			“You mean when you helped Jude ruin my life? That thing?” I clarify. “Apology not accepted, Oscar.”

			He has the good sense to look ashamed.

			“I get it. I fucked up. And if framing me for the broadcast is your way of evening the score, I’ll take it,” he says. “I know I deserve worse. I just need the truth, George, because the alternative is freaking me out.”

			“I’m not sure I follow,” I tell him.

			Oscar takes a deep breath and his shoulders tense. “Someone was in my room the night my laptop went missing. It was dark and I didn’t get a good look at them, but the way they moved.” He shakes his head. “I could have sworn it was Jude.”

			An anxious insect hum starts up in the back of my brain.

			“Are you messing with me?”

			“No!” Oscar glances around to make sure we’re not being overheard, before dropping his voice to a whisper. “I’m scared, George.”

			I don’t want any part of whatever this is. Selfishly, I’m tempted to leave Oscar to deal with it himself. But if Jude really is hanging around in one form or another, that concerns me, too.

			“Fine. I’ll bite: What did you see, exactly?”

			Oscar shifts closer. I notice there are deep shadows beneath his eyes and his nails are bitten down to the quicks. “I haven’t been sleeping well since Jude died,” he says. “It’s weird being in that room. Old Barky gave me boxes to pack up Jude’s things. But I can’t bring myself to do it. My brain keeps telling me he’s just at the library, or at rehearsals, or off somewhere with Lyssa—I keep expecting him to come back.

			“I was dreaming of him the night I saw him. In my dream, it was four in the morning. I could see the numbers on my alarm clock stamped red against the dark. Jude was sitting at his desk working on his laptop with the lights off—he used to do that sometimes so he wouldn’t wake me. But I could hear him typing. Hear him breathing, which is weird for a ghost. His hair was down, hiding his face, and the only part of him I could see clearly were his hands, lit by the glow from the screen. His fingers were stained a reddish purple, as though he’d been picking blackberries by the creek. It was such an ordinary scene. But something about it gave me a bad feeling, like I was staring at an open wound. And I realized the reason I felt that way was because I was awake—I had been for some time—and Jude was still there.”

			“Did you talk to him?” I ask. “Or, I don’t know, turn on the light?”

			Oscar shakes his head. “I wanted to, but I couldn’t move.”

			I arch a skeptical brow.

			“Shut up. You weren’t there. It was creepy. And once I realized I was awake, Jude became aware of it, too. I could only see the edge of his profile in the light from the laptop. But I heard him stop typing and I felt his eyes on me. You know the way he had of looking at you, that made you feel like maybe you’d never really been seen before?”

			I did. Too well.

			“It was like that. As though I were spotlit in his gaze.”

			“What happened then?” I ask.

			Oscar licks his lips. “He kept staring at me as he closed the laptop and stood up. Without the light from the screen, the room was pitch black, except for the numbers on my alarm clock. Jude was my best friend, and I’d give anything to have him back, but this was terrifying. I saw him cross in front of my clock to reach my bed. And I felt him standing over me, leaning down to hover his face over mine. He was so close I could smell his cologne and feel his breath on my cheek. Then he reached out and pressed his finger to my lips, like he was warning me not to tell.”

			“That worked like a charm,” I mutter.

			Oscar ignores me. “Here’s the thing, though—the bit that really freaked me out—whoever touched me was alive, George. Their skin was warm. But they moved like Jude.”

			Unease ripples through me.

			“And you think it was me? That I broke into your room and pretended to be him?”

			“Someone did,” Oscar insists. “And I know he told you about the window that doesn’t lock in the downstairs common room.”

			“Or it could have been one of the boys in your dorm,” I counter.

			But Oscar shakes his head. “Whoever it was took my laptop, but Mr. Maddson said they used Jude’s intranet login to access his music. They knew his password.”

			My unease deepens. I used to know Jude’s password: G#C#E1802. The opening right-hand notes of Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata, one of Jude’s favorite pieces, and the year the score was published. I don’t know if he’d changed it since, but even if he had, it would be something equally personal. A key to a part of himself.

			“If it wasn’t you, could it have been Lyssa?” Oscar nods to where she’s sitting at one of the long tables on the far side of the library.

			She’s got her books and laptop open, seemingly doing homework, but there’s no text on her screen and every time she goes to type, she curls her hands into fists before her fingers touch the keys, unable to get the words down.

			I glare at Oscar. “You want to ask Jude’s grieving girlfriend whether she’s been creeping into your room to steal your shit and watch you sleep?”

			“…Or maybe you could?” He winces as he says it. “I know it’s not something she’d normally do, but I wouldn’t have picked her to swear in front of Dr. Ross either. I figured maybe…she’s not coping?”

			She’s not, but I resent the pity in his tone. It reminds me of the way Ms. Fennec spoke to me earlier. As though my feelings were a problem to be managed.

			“It wasn’t Lyssa,” I tell Oscar. “I haven’t been sleeping either. I was on my Switch most of that night and she never left our room.”

			The lie leaves a bad taste in my mouth, but I dare Oscar to call me on it. That was the same night we summoned Jude on the Ouija board. Lyssa hadn’t been herself, and at four a.m.—the time when Oscar saw someone in his room—I was deep asleep and unable to vouch for her whereabouts. But if people believed Lyssa had taken Oscar’s laptop, she’d most likely be blamed for the thefts in Henley House, too. Not to mention that being in the wrong dorm after lights-out was grounds for expulsion. If she was acting out of character, it was because of Jude. And I wasn’t about to let him destroy her reputation, the way he ruined mine.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 15
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				Lyssa

			
			I’m trying to hold myself together, but grief has me unstitched. I live for the stolen hours I spend at the Witch Hut with Jude, using the knife and the Ouija board to summon him to me so that he can spirit me back into our best memories as he did after his funeral. But George stays up late most nights, playing Zephyr Quest until her Switch battery dies—as intent on avoiding her dreams as I am eager to disappear into mine—and it’s often turned one or two a.m. before it’s safe to leave the dorm.

			My days are hard. The time I’m forced to spend away from the hut feels like a song played off-key, and Jude’s absence remains a physical ache: the small but deepening wound over my heart pulsing hot. I’ve been tired before, but not like this. Exhaustion rewires my brain. My thoughts spiral and skip. I can’t follow conversations. Can’t move beyond the things left unresolved between me and Jude.

			The calls I missed.

			The “I love you” he never saw.

			The songs he didn’t write for me.

			Nan calls, checking in, and I put on a cheerful voice and tell her I’m feeling better. But food tastes of ash and I can’t keep it down. I keep falling asleep in class. And when I read over the notes I’ve taken that day, I find I’ve repeatedly typed out a line I once highlighted in Jane Eyre:

			He made me love him without looking at me.

			The words follow me to the hut that night. And the next morning, I wake to find my photos from home torn from my wall. My friends’ bright smiles in pieces on the floor.

			I begin collecting creek stones and rubbing them with rosemary from the herb garden by the dining hall, for remembrance. One stone for each memory Jude brings me. Their weight in my pockets keeps me grounded. And when I manage a difficult task—submit an essay, meet with Ms. Fennec, eat a meal, stay awake through a lesson—I reward myself by closing my hand around one of the stones.

			Just for a moment, with that cold weight in my palm, I get to relive our best days. I can be back in the library with Jude. Our corner of the stacks is hazy with dust motes, and poetry books for our English assignment are scattered all around. The last of the day’s light foils the trees outside and Jude practices a song on my back: his touch thrilling down my spine while I pretend to read.

			Or else it’s the weekend before the formal. We’ve left the charcoal suit Jude’s mom sent him in his wardrobe and are spending the afternoon hunting for thrift-shop treasures, parading dresses, suits, vests, and skirts between racks of tired clothes. Jude is triumphant in a dead man’s tuxedo pants and a velvet burgundy jacket that costs three dollars and fits like it’s tailored for him. And I find a lace wedding dress that I’ll cut short and dye with blackberry juice in the art-room sink.

			While our history teacher notes key dates from the Russian Revolution, Jude turns up my palm to trace the veins in my wrist with a blackberry leaf and asks if he can kiss me. He tastes of summer: mint-tingled and berry-sweet. When Ms. Fennec tries to help me organize my week, he drowns her words, whispering spells in my ear, and instead of doing my homework, I look out at the dark and hear the small thunk of the gum nuts he’d toss at my window to say good night when he headed back to his dorm after D&D club.

			And then I fail a math test.

			When I go back to check, I see it in my calendar, and on my homework tasks list. But I didn’t study for it, and when Mr. Murray hands me my graded paper, I can barely remember completing the test. It’s summative—part of my final grade—and a meeting is called.

			I know it’s serious because Winston is there, but he growls and bares his teeth when he sees me, then barks and barks until Ms. Fennec takes him out. I sit mute on Daphne Milford’s silk-covered couch in Dr. Woodcroft’s office while she, Mr. Murray, and Ms. Fennec assure me I can still get an A if I score above ninety on my remaining tests and the end-of-year exam. They remind me of my potential and discuss strategies to get me there. As though this goal were achievable. Reasonable.

			It’s so absurd I start to laugh. Then cry.

			Because I can’t do the work. Of course I can’t.

			I can’t study. Can’t sleep. Can’t bring myself to care about anything that isn’t Jude. He’s all that matters.

			And yet, if I’m not capable of these things, they’re going to send me home.

			Send me away. From him.

			So I press down my panic and paste on a smile. Tell my teachers I’m grateful for their support. And that I will do better. Absolutely, I will.

			But the stones in my pockets are heavy and cold, and really, I’m thinking of the promise I made Jude.

			And what I would sacrifice to keep it.
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				George

			
			My conversation with Oscar has me concerned for Lyssa. I know she’s not okay; she’s been withdrawn—drifting through the days as though she’s half asleep—and not eating as much as she should. I just figured that was to be expected. Even summoning Jude’s ghost made a kind of sense. But sneaking around in the dark, if that’s what she’s been doing, seems like something bigger than grief. Worse, it seems unsafe. I don’t want this to be my problem. But the things I’ve seen—the strange goings-on—are starting to scare me, and I need to get to the bottom of this.

			That night, I go to bed right after lights-out and pretend to fall asleep. Lyssa follows my lead. I hear her breathing slow and even. But it feels performative. Sure enough, after almost an hour when I’m on the cusp of real sleep, I hear the muffled sound of blankets shifting and open my eyes to slits. The small spill of light around the door silvers the room’s shapes, and through the lacework of my lashes, I see Lyssa watching me as she eases out of bed. She keeps her breathing deep and measured, still feigning sleep, as she shrugs on Jude’s old sweater—the one with the blackberry stains—over her nightgown and ties her sneakers. Then she pads to my side of the room. I close my eyes and fight to keep my expression slack as she leans over me, and I remember Oscar saying that whoever took his laptop did the same to him. Lyssa’s hair falls forward, tickling my cheek, and I catch the scent of Jude’s cologne. She always kept a bottle of it to spray on her pillow. I used to burn incense to mask it, but now I breathe it in. The brush of her hair feels like stroking fingertips, her breath is warm against my skin, and I hope it’s too dark for her to notice the quickening wingbeat of my pulse in my neck.

			There’s a cold rush of air as she draws away, followed by soft footfalls. And when I open my eyes again, she’s gone. I wait a moment before slipping on my Vans, pulling on a hoodie, and following her into the hall. At first, I think I’ve left it too late. The corridor is empty, and I feel exposed under the lights. All it would take is one girl in need of the bathroom, and I’d be in trouble. I don’t know how I’d explain why I’m wearing sneakers for a trip to the toilet. But then I hear the pneumatic sigh of the fire door opening at the bottom of the back stairs and hurry to follow Lyssa before I lose her outside.

			

			—

			It’s a moonless night—at least, I think it is. It’s deep dark anyway, with thick clouds smothering the stars, and I curse my stupidity for not bringing a flashlight. I didn’t think to put on socks with my shoes either. Fog drifts up to my knees and my feet ache with cold. Lyssa must be freezing in just her nightgown and sweater. I can only see her by the greenish glow of her flashlight through her sleeve. She stays close by the trees, skirting the edge of the sports fields and heading toward the Witch Hut. I follow at a careful distance, being mindful of where I place my feet to keep from making a sound or twisting my ankle on the uneven ground.

			By the time I reach the creek, there’s a faint dance of candlelight at the hut’s window. Even though it hasn’t rained since the day we learned of Jude’s death, or through the summer months before that, there’s still a little water in the creek, and without a flashlight, I can’t find the stepping stones I’d normally use to cross. I curse under my breath, take off my shoes, and roll my pajama pants over my knees. The ground is sludgy underfoot and I grit my teeth against the cold as I step into the water, questioning again what the actual fuck I’m doing out here. But I’m already in too deep, so to speak, and I push on, taking each step slow and careful so as not to slip on the rocky bed.

			I’m almost to the other side and my toes are beginning to numb, making me clumsy, when something fleshy ripples over my foot. I manage to bite my cheek to keep from crying out, but lose my balance on a patch of algae, aka slime, and stumble-splash forward, to land awkwardly in a tangle of blackberry canes on the bank. Shit-fuck-shit. Thorns spike my hands as I push myself to stand, and I glance up toward the hut, certain I’ve blown my cover. There’s no way Lyssa hasn’t heard me, but there’s no sign of movement in the hut, and a prickle of unease works its way down my spine.

			I feel for my shoes and find that one has landed, half submerged, in the creek. Which is perfect. I put it on anyway, unwilling to brave the blackberries barefoot, and pretend that I’m Ayr, Zephyr Quest’s hero, cloaked by an obscura potion and clad in stealth armor for good measure as I approach the hut’s window. I’m not sure what I expect Lyssa to be doing, and part of me is scared to find out.

			Roll for perception.

			It’s something the Dungeon Master would say in D&D when players enter a potentially dangerous area, and the voice—Jude’s voice—is in my head, but also seems to be coming from the dark beside me. For a moment I can picture him clearly: crouched with me in the berry canes, his eyes glinting with mischief.

			Go away, I think. But the twenty-sided die—the D20—is already spinning in my mind.

			As though this were a game.

			One of his dungeons.

			Seventeen.

			A good roll.

			He grins at me.

			Now would be a good time to go back to the dorms.

			I ignore him, but my pulse kicks up as I rise slowly to peer over the hut’s windowsill. The view is obscured by the lace curtain rippling in the draft, dangerously close to the candle on the window ledge, but I see Lyssa on her knees facing the hearth. The floor around her is all scratched up. She’s taken off Jude’s sweater and lit the other candles, and she’s hugging herself tight, rocking back and forth. Her hair falls away when she lifts her head and her face twists in an open-mouthed grimace. It looks as though she’s screaming, but she’s not making a sound. Her cheeks are wet with tears and her body quakes with anguish. I’ve never seen her so undone. I’ve never seen anyone so undone. I think of her back in our room calmly feigning sleep not more than fifteen minutes ago, and cannot reconcile these two versions of her, or imagine what it costs to conceal this level of despair.

			I want to help her, let her know I’m here, but as I open my mouth to call her name, she unfolds her arms and the candlelight glances off the sickle blade of Jude’s mushroom knife, clutched in her hand. Her knuckles strain around the hilt and instinct warns me to stay quiet as she crawls toward the hearth to sterilize the blade in the candles’ flames. It leaves a sooty residue on the metal. Lyssa doesn’t seem to notice. She’s whispering something, speaking too low and quick for me to catch the words. I’m terrified she’ll look my way and see me, but she’s intent on her task, tugging down her nightgown with an unsteady hand to reveal a carved X over her heart space. The cut is deep—ragged and weeping against her milk-pale skin, and she winces as the fabric pulls free of the wound. I wince with her, my hand fluttering over the smaller, long-healed scar on my chest that might have once been a twin to hers.

			I’ve seen self-harm before. Hair-straightener burns and shallow scratches crisscrossing girls’ arms. It’s not uncommon here. And I’ve used blood magic. But I’ve never witnessed anything so violent as this. I watch in horror as Lyssa raises the knife to her chest. Her hand moves unsteadily, her whole body trembling, and she cries out—an awful, rending sound, breaking open the night—as she presses the blade to the wound. Fresh blood wells up, dizzyingly bright. My head spins at the sight of it and I cover my mouth with my hand to keep from being sick. Lyssa sways, too. Her eyes flutter, rolling up to reveal the veiny whites, and the knife falls from her grip with a dull clatter. She follows it a second later, crumpling to the floor.

			“Shit! Lyssa?” I bang on the window. “LYSSA!”

			She remains motionless, hair spilled over her face. I don’t understand what’s happening. There wasn’t enough blood to make her faint. Or maybe there was? Given she hasn’t been eating or sleeping properly? I’m not a doctor; I don’t really understand how these things work. Candlelight flickers over her and it feels wrong, like a ritual gone bad. Desperate magic.

			I stumble for the door, ignoring the blackberry thorns pulling me back. But when I step inside the hut, I know I’ve made a mistake. The markings on the floor make a Ouija board, the letters jagged and overblown. And there’s a charge in the air. A thrumming vibration. I lean against the doorframe to steady myself. Time seems to warp as though we were stuck inside a skipping record, and when I look at the candle flames, they are at once flickering yet perfectly still.

			“Lyssa?” I whisper.

			I don’t want to touch her. I’m certain something bad will happen if I do, but I can’t leave her like this. Mentally, I switch out my stealth armor for Ayr’s combat gear and take a tentative step toward Lyssa. Her body jerks. I stop. She jerks again, her head snapping up. It’s not a natural movement. Every cell in my body tells me I shouldn’t be witnessing this. I freeze, watching as Lyssa draws herself up, vertebra by vertebra, to sit. She’s facing away from me. Her long hair curtains her face, and she seems unaware of my presence, circling her shoulders back and stretching her neck from side to side, cracking the joints. I hold my breath and ease one foot back, then the other, all too aware of the knife resting beside her. As though she senses me looking at it, her hand darts out to close around the hilt. I freeze again.

			Lyssa stands unsteadily, the small blade flashing at her side, and stops. My heart stutters with panic, and I’m certain she’s going to turn and see me. Instead, she wipes the blood from the knife with the hem of her nightgown and places it on the mantel. Then she sinks down again, dipping her head low by the hearth. It almost looks like she’s praying. But the room is getting darker, the shadows closing in, and I realize she’s blowing out the candles, until only the one on the windowsill remains. Her and Jude’s initials glow faintly in the wax. She rises and drifts toward it, entranced, and hovers her hand over the flame. The light licks up between her fingers and I bite back a cry.

			Don’t!

			She stops, as though I’ve spoken aloud. In the candle’s small flame, I can just make out her shape turning toward me. There’s no way she can see me, but I feel her gaze lock on mine, and the light catches gold flecks in her eyes as she blows out the candle with a quick, decisive huff.

			I command my body to move. To hide. Lyssa’s eyes are gray, not gold. And whatever she’s doing out here is well beyond what I’m equipped to deal with. I need to get Ms. Fennec or Dr. Woodcroft or someone. The dark is total around me. Chilling and damp. I feel my way out of the hut, trying to stay quiet. I’m just clear of the door and wondering how the hell I’m going to make it back to Henley House without a light, when Lyssa’s flashlight clicks on, shining a dim beam across the Wilds. My heart is thudding, and I crouch low in the blackberries, pressing myself against the hut’s wall. I don’t want to be afraid of Lyssa; that’s not fair to her. She’s going through something awful and clearly needs help she isn’t getting. And I’m starting to wonder if Ms. Fennec wasn’t right about me needing help, too. The things I’m seeing make no sense. It feels as though my mind is turning against me, and it’s absolutely terrifying. Neither of us is safe out here.

			When Lyssa appears at the door, she’s humming. Her voice is breathy, ghosting through entire bars, but I recognize the song as one of Jude’s. Something he wrote for her. I don’t know what it’s called, but she used to play it out loud sometimes, when I had my headphones on. And sometimes, I muted my music to listen. She’s left Jude’s sweater behind and is wearing only her nightgown. There’s a crimson stain spreading from the wound on her chest and her arms shiver with goose bumps, but her expression is calm. Composed. Her gaze is fixed straight ahead as though she were being guided by some unseen marker, and she holds the flashlight steady before her, seemingly unaware of the thorns scratching her bare legs. It’s eerie. Especially after seeing her so distraught. And I feel that same thrumming energy and the sense of overlapping time that surrounded her in the hut. I want no part of whatever this is, but after seeing her hurt herself, it feels irresponsible to leave her.

			I let her get a little way ahead of me before I start to follow. She walks almost in slow motion, still humming and keeping the same steady pace over the uneven ground, so that I have to move at an unnatural creep to maintain the distance between us. She doesn’t flinch at the water’s icy bite when she steps into the creek, and she doesn’t slip either. Doesn’t even waver. It sets off an alarm in my brain. Wrong. Wrong. Wrong. Like a video game where the mechanics haven’t been fully integrated, leaving a disconnect between the character and the world.

			As we cross the sports fields, I cling to a small scrap of hope. Lyssa appears to be heading back toward Henley House. If she returns to the dorm, I can wake Ms. Fennec. She’ll see Lyssa’s in trouble, and she’ll help us. But when we reach the edge of the grass, Lyssa takes a sharp right, heading away from the dorms toward the fenced-off area at the far end of campus. The warning bells in my head grow louder: The only thing out that way is the outdoor pool, aka the Pond.

			Milford, being Milford, has two pools. There’s the sleek half-Olympic pool in the aquatics center, fitted with underwater cameras and heated to seventy-five degrees year-round—the pool we use for squad trainings and meets and the interhouse swim carnival. And then there’s the Pond. It was built as part of the original estate, and must have once been a bright, crystalline beacon glimmering through the windows of Milford House. Now it’s surrounded by a high brush fence covered with ivy, climbing roses, and morning glory. It’s used for Parents’ Day barbecues and the annual Garden Party fundraiser, and our dorm supervisors occasionally let us swim there on the warmer weekends, but it’s extra work for the maintenance team to keep it in usable condition, so most of the time it’s off-limits.

			For safety reasons, the gate is kept locked, but the fence is old. And there’s a spot to the side of the gate, obscured by foliage, where the brush has splintered away at the base. I know this because Jude and I snuck out here, more than once, on sultry evenings. Lyssa seems to know it, too. She heads straight for the place without trying the gate and pulls the vines aside to crawl through on her belly. I follow but stay hidden beneath the fence. The pool is fully enclosed, and I don’t like the idea of being stuck in close quarters with this version of Lyssa and a deep body of water.

			Her flashlight throws a rippling beam over the ivied fence and I can just make out the neat perimeter of grass that surrounds the pool’s slate edge. The pool’s usually covered, but someone must have snuck in since the maintenance crew were last here because the tarp is rolled most of the way back with its tail sunk at the deep end.

			I’m not sure what Lyssa thinks she’s doing here. She stands on the slate patio near the shallow end, swaying in time with the song she’s humming, then she sinks down to stand her flashlight on the stones and remove her shoes.

			I don’t like this.

			Not one bit.

			“Lyssa,” I hiss. And when she doesn’t respond, I call her name louder, no longer concerned about getting caught. Hoping, in fact, that someone will hear. “LYSSA!”

			She ignores me, continuing to hum as she straightens up and places one foot, then the other, on the pool’s top step.

			The underwater sensor lights flicker to life—another safety feature. In summer, it’s romantic. The water clear and Tiffany blue with the honeyed scent of roses and pittosporum in the air. But with the cover left off, autumn leaves mat the surface and the water beneath has dulled to a murky green. Lyssa seems unbothered by this, humming louder as she sinks to the second step. And despite the cold—despite the fact that she will absolutely lose her place here if she’s caught and probably end up hypothermic to boot—I see that she intends to swim.
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				Lyssa

			
			When I call on Jude at the Witch Hut after failing my math test, he takes me home. Back to the summer vacation when he came to visit me in Merton Bay. It’s as though he’s been saving this memory, knowing there’d come a time when Milford became unbearable and I’d need not only him, but also the familiar ache of sun and salt to see me through.

			I’d been working a shift at the supermarket when he arrived. I came home to find his Jeep in our driveway. The car had been a gift for his seventeenth birthday, and he’d been dropping hints about wanting to take a road trip. But it’s a four-hour drive from Angasvale to Merton Bay, and it never occurred to me that he’d come so far on a whim. Or that his parents would let him. Which, as it turned out, they hadn’t. And Jude, being Jude, didn’t call ahead.

			Nan was furious. She knew I had a boyfriend. I’d made the mistake of telling her about Jude when we first got together, but she didn’t approve. If she had her way, I’d only interact with my classmates for group assignments, and when I talked about school, I was careful to focus more on what we were covering in classes. She certainly wasn’t prepared for Jude turning up, unannounced, with a bottle of his family’s boldest Shiraz and a giant bag of Angasvale dried apricots, expecting to stay for the week.

			His arrival was so unexpected, I wondered if something had happened at home and he needed another place to go. He never said as much, but Nan must have picked up on it, too, because she agreed he could stay for a few days, provided he slept on the sofa bed in the lounge and let his parents know that he was safe.

			Up to that point, my life at home had been completely separate from school, and it was strange, a little awkward even, to have Jude there. At first, I didn’t know how to be around him in front of Nan, and I was worried what he’d make of Merton Bay. It’s a far cry from Milford. The town itself isn’t more than a smattering of shacks overlooking a rocky inlet of sea, and the pub doubles as the gas station and bait shop. But Jude was entranced. He’d grown up inland and had only been to the beach a handful of times, and even then just to Glenelg, where the waves are barely ripples and the sand butts up against the paved boardwalk.

			That first evening, I packed us a picnic dinner and took him up to the cliff edge to see the sunset, and he watched, enthralled, as the sky flamed and waves seethed against the rocks, brining the air. He didn’t seem to care that the wind seasoned our food with sand and played havoc with our hair, or that we could barely hear each other over the roaring waves. He was always more relaxed, more himself, when he was outdoors. And that’s what gave me the idea to take him to the Blue Beyond. My favorite memory of us.

			

			—

			We set out early the following day. The sky is still pink and fragile and salt pans glitter through the wheat fields as we drive to the far side of the peninsula. I point out the turn for the hidden trail road and we park in the cleared patch of bush banked by sand hills that makes do for a parking lot. I’ve told Jude only that we’ll be swimming. At school, he holds the keys to the hidden places, and it feels good to be the one with a secret to share. To show him that my life is bigger than what it appears at Milford.

			I take his hand, leading him up the sandy path to the crest of the dunes, and stop when I hear his sharp intake of breath as the muted olive and earth tones of the bush give way and the beach comes into view.

			Seeing it feels like arriving at the edge of the world. Below us, a wide sickle of pristine sand stretches for miles in either direction, blurring out in a salty haze. Beyond the sand, the water lies smooth and flat, blending seamlessly with the sky to create an illusion of endless, aching blue.

			“What is this place?”

			I grin to hear the awe in Jude’s voice, as though he were in church.

			The beach is a peninsula legend, holding sacred space in our summer stories. It must have an official name, but looking it up on Google Maps would ruin the magic.

			“We call it the Blue Beyond,” I tell him.

			Jude raises an eyebrow. “We?”

			“Locals,” I clarify, though really it’s just me and my friends: Kelso, Oli, Kira, Jayden, and the twins. I plan to introduce them later today, but this morning is just for us.

			“It’s like being inside a dream,” Jude whispers.

			I turn to look at him. The sun gilds his hair from behind and his eyes are bright with unguarded wonder at the scene lighting up before him. We’ve been together almost a year, but it still thrills me to think that he sees something special in me. Something I can’t see for myself. And in this moment, I want so much to impress him.

			I give his hand a squeeze. “It gets better. Come on.”

			The day is set to be a scorcher. In another hour or two, there’ll be a procession of four-wheel drives loaded with paddleboards and coolers making their way onto the beach. Rowdy families and groups of friends will set up umbrellas, portable speakers, and cricket wickets. But for now, the vast expanse of sea and sand and sky is ours and ours alone.

			We shuck our T-shirts and flip-flops and head down to the water’s edge. The tide is just starting to recede, leaving the sand slick and shining in its wake, and the sea is warm from a run of one-hundred-plus-degree days.

			Jude points out a pair of pelicans standing some twenty yards offshore with the tops of their legs still showing.

			“How are they doing that?” he asks.

			“It’s shallow,” I explain. “But stay close. Step where I step.”

			You have to go way out, hundreds of yards offshore, before the sand dips away. It’s why the sea and sky appear to merge—that, and the lack of seaweed, which leaves the water clear: a perfect mirror. Jude can’t stop marveling at it, but I focus on where I’m placing my feet, keeping a firm hold on his hand and navigating around the disc-shaped mounds in the seabed. Jude walks behind me, laying his footprints over mine, and we make ripples as we move, splitting the light into arcs of ribboning gold as it hits the water.

			By the time the water reaches Jude’s hips and my waist, the shore is a scribbled line between sea and sky. All around and overhead is blue, blue, blue. Jude runs his fingertips across the water’s glassy surface, as though testing that it’s real.

			“This is unlike any place I’ve ever been,” he says, his elfin eyes drinking in the sea. “What makes these circle patterns in the sand?”

			I tuck away a smile as the mound closest to us begins to shift. “You’re about to find out, but don’t step on them,” I caution. “It’s bad luck.”

			He stops behind me. “Are they dangerous?”

			“They can be.”

			It’s the first time I’ve seen something close to fear in his eyes.

			“It’s okay,” I assure him. “Come stand over here. I’ll keep you safe.”

			The tide tugs at my legs as I lead him to a spot just ahead where the domes in the sand form a wide circle around us.

			“Watch,” I say, leaning my back against his chest and drawing his arms around me.

			As if on cue, the sand begins to ripple. In another moment, it clouds against our shins, falling from the stingrays’ backs as they rise from their burrows.

			“My God,” Jude says. His muscles are still taut, but there’s a smile in his voice. “This is incredible.”

			There are four stingrays surrounding us, and dozens more close by. Their dark wings move in slow waves, rippling and undulating, like dancers swirling silver capes against the blue as they swim out with the tide. It’s beautiful, and slightly terrifying, and I knew Jude would love it.

			“You’re incredible.” He feels for my hand and leans down, brushing his lips by my ear. “Dance with me, wild girl.”

			I twirl a slow pirouette to face him. He smells of salt and sunscreen. Of home. And he’s looking at me as if he’s just learned I can fly. I press my cheek against his sun-warmed chest and close my eyes, trusting him to keep me safe.

			My eyes are still closed when a chill shivers through the summer warmth, running goose bumps up my spine. I blink to see more stingrays approaching from closer to shore. Only, they’re no longer silver, but black. And there are far too many of them. A shadowy tide pulling toward us while, overhead, the cloudless sky dulls to the color of a dead, milky eye.

			But this isn’t right.

			I don’t understand what’s happening to the memory. The darkness is spreading from the rays’ backs to fill the water, the sea becoming a void, and I press myself closer to Jude.

			“Don’t worry,” he says, stroking my hair. “It’ll be over soon.”

			I want to believe him, but I’m scared. The black water seeps around us, cold as a tomb, and begins to bleed into the sky. I open my mouth to scream and the water spills like ink down my throat.

			Jude grips me tighter as I start to struggle.

			My bones are ice.

			My lungs are fire.

			And it hurts. It hurts so much.

			“I’ve got you,” he whispers. “I won’t let go.”

			But the thing that’s holding me no longer feels like him.

			It’s draining all my strength, sinking me down.

			And by the time I realize what’s happening, it’s too late to pull away.
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				George

			
			I watch in horror as Lyssa descends the pool steps. Her face remains serene in the murky light, and she’s still humming—still moving at a slow, steady pace—seemingly unaware of the danger she’s putting herself in. The leaves part around her, and when she reaches the pool floor, she continues to walk. Deeper and deeper. As though something were reeling her in from the far end. I watch, confused and horrified, as the water rises to her hips. Her waist. Her chest. I wait for her to kick off and swim, or better yet, to stop. But she keeps walking. Her hair floats as she sinks, fanning out across the surface, while the fabric of her nightgown hangs straight and heavy at her sides. This detail tugs at me. Wrong. Wrong. Wrong.

			“Lyssa, stop!” I call, my voice choked with panic.

			But she keeps humming. Keeps walking. And I don’t understand why she can’t hear me.

			The water rises to her shoulders. Her neck. Creeping up past her chin into her still-singing mouth.

			And I should have listened to Jude. That voice. Whatever it was. I should have gone back to the dorm. Because now I need to deal with whatever the fuck is going on here. And I’m certain it’s nothing good.

			I curse under my breath and wriggle free of the fence as the waterline reaches Lyssa’s nose. By the time I make it to the side of the pool, her head is all the way under. Her hair begins to follow her down as she takes another step, then another, and another. Looking through the latticework of leaves, I see that her mouth is still moving and her eyes are open. Her hair drifts around her, but she stands straight and tall. It looks like a bad movie effect. The last of her breath bubbles to the surface and she stops. At last. I wait for her to kick up for air, but she remains motionless, feet firm against the flaking paint at the concrete bottom of the pool. Like she’s weighted down.

			“Come on, come on. Swim!” I will her.

			I count to ten.

			Then to twenty.

			She doesn’t move and there are no more bubbles.

			A distant water-safety class echoes back to me, warning that it’s dangerous to approach a drowning person. They can pull you under. You’re supposed to throw something buoyant instead, but there’s nothing in the pool area but vines and dirty leaves, and I don’t know that Lyssa would reach for anything if there was. I’m not even sure that she is drowning. But she definitely isn’t breathing.

			Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

			I pull off my shoes and hoodie, and imagine swapping them out for the sleek, silvery suit Ayr wears in the Mariana Realm in Zephyr Quest. Then I down a merlung potion and fill my real lungs deep as I can.

			The pool lights flicker.

			I try not to think about the cold.

			About Lyssa’s open, unseeing eyes.

			And I jump.

			The pool is ice. Numbing and burning all at once. I gasp with the shock, losing half my air. The water tastes salty. Gritty. And if I survive this, I’m definitely getting sick. But I’m aware of each second slipping away and can’t afford to think about that now. I scoop my arms, propelling myself down, down, down to the pool’s deepest point, where Lyssa stands unmoving. Her eyes are vacant, staring straight ahead, her arms slack and drifting at her sides, and thin tendrils of blood pulse from the wound on her chest. It’s the creepiest thing I’ve ever seen. That same sense of mismatched time thrums through the water and all my instincts scream that I mustn’t touch her. But I don’t see that I have a choice.

			I need to get her to the surface.

			Get her breathing.

			I kick toward her and reach out to catch her under the arms. I expect her to resist, or acknowledge me in some way, but she doesn’t. I don’t even think she blinks. It’s as if she’s not really present. I circle my arms beneath hers and try to brace my feet against the bottom of the pool to use it as a launchpad, but it’s slimy with neglect and my buoyancy works against me. I don’t know how Lyssa is staying grounded.

			The pool lights flicker again, and my lungs are beginning to protest. I push off, shooting for the surface. Lyssa is taller than me, but willowy. In water, she should be almost weightless, but I can’t lift her. It’s as though she’s made of stone. It makes no sense. My bones are shivered through, and I have seconds at best before it becomes difficult to move. I tug at Lyssa again, using all my strength to pull her with me. We’re locked in this weird, desperate embrace and her hair floats between us in the greenish murk, so that I feel, rather than see, her turn toward me, her cheek brushing mine as she presses her lips to my ear.

			I’ve got you. I won’t let go.

			I shouldn’t be able to hear her underwater, but her words are as clear as they’d be if we were lying side by side in a quiet place.

			And it’s not Lyssa speaking; it’s Jude.

			Fear strikes through me. Before I can think what it means—before I can pull away—the pool lights cut out. In the same instant, Lyssa’s arms lock around me, pinning me to her. Only, in the dark, it feels like him. Broad chest. Strong arms. My head tucked snug beneath his chin. The sensation is so familiar, it hurts.

			His fingers trace the ridges of my spine.

			Stay, George.

			I could. Part of me wants to. I’m almost out of air. My limbs are locking up with cold and my body is so numb, I know I’d hardly feel it. And I’m tired, too. Exhausted by the effort of hating Jude. Pulling through day after day after day, since we stopped being us.

			But this isn’t about me.

			I need to help Lyssa. And if I’m out of air, then she’s out of time. Her arms are strong around me, keeping us both at the bottom of the pool. But I tighten my hold on her, and adrenaline kicks in as my lungs begin to fail: I’ve got one more chance to get us out of this before it’s Game Over. I launch myself up with everything I’ve got, pulling Lyssa with me. She remains heavier than she should be, but this time something gives, and she moves. We rise. The journey upward feels like miles. But I keep kicking, keep fighting.

			The wind whips my frozen cheeks, and the frigid night air is a sword in my throat as we break the surface, shocking me back to the present. The only light comes from Lyssa’s flashlight, still standing on its end by the steps. Lyssa’s gone limp in my arms. Her eyes are closed and she’s no longer holding me. I can’t explain what just happened. I don’t know how much of it was real. And with the water rippling black all around, panic sets in. I need to get us out. Now. Shivering hard and treading water, I roll Lyssa onto her back and keep one arm hooked around her. I don’t have the strength to get us out from the deep end, so I aim for her flashlight, more flailing than swimming, and kicking hard to keep anything lurking beneath from pulling us back under. Lyssa doesn’t help, but she doesn’t resist either. I’m pretty certain she’s unconscious. I sob with relief when my feet touch the bottom and it’s shallow enough to stand, to use both arms to haul Lyssa with me the last few feet and up the steps. Getting her out is nearly impossible. My muscles seize as they’re exposed to the air, and without the water keeping her afloat, Lyssa is a deadweight. But somehow, I manage to drag her onto the grass.

			She’s still not moving. Not responding. I press two fingers to her neck, checking for her pulse, but my hands are clumsy and numb and I can’t feel anything. Panic tightens in my chest. I don’t know what to do and I’m scared my efforts to help might make things worse. But I can’t leave her out here in the cold. In the time it will take me to get back to the dorms and raise the alarm, she could be dead. What I need is my phone. I hate how isolated we are here. Fuck.

			Breathe, George, breathe. Now think. I know water safety. The information is somewhere in my brain. But I never imagined I’d be the only person on hand in a situation like this. There’s something important about vomit—people can choke on it. I have to get Lyssa on her side and check that her airways are clear. As I lever myself behind her shoulder to roll her over, something heavy falls from the pocket of her nightgown. There isn’t time to see what it is. I get Lyssa’s mouth open, and though I really don’t want to, I make myself stick my fingers down her throat and trigger her gag reflex. She retches, her whole body spasming as she coughs up a lungful of water and leaf matter. It gets all over me, but I’m too relieved that she’s alive to care.

			“Lyssa! Hey, Lyssa, can you hear me?”

			Her body begins to shake as she comes to, and she blinks her eyes open. Like she’s swimming up from somewhere deep inside herself. She looks around confused. Then scared.

			“You almost drowned,” I tell her. “Are you all right?”

			“C-cold.” Her teeth are chattering so hard, she can barely speak.

			I remember my hoodie, discarded at the deep end of the pool.

			“Wait here,” I say.

			But she catches my arm before I can stand, and her grip is surprisingly strong. “Where’s Jude?”

			She’s looking over my shoulder, like she expects him to rise from the water, and my heart aches for her. I hate that she’s losing him again, and again. Hate that he’s haunting us.

			“He’s gone,” I tell her gently, pulling free.

			By the time I return with my hoodie and shoes, she’s managed to pull herself up to sit and is curled tight around herself.

			“Here, take off your nightgown and put this on.”

			She looks at my hoodie like it’s a trap and shakes her head.

			“You’re hypothermic,” I insist. “I can help.”

			She shakes her head again, but reaches for the hoodie with an unsteady hand. “Don’t look.”

			I can’t believe she’s worried about me seeing her undress in what’s clearly a life-and-death situation, especially given we’ve shared a room for more than a year. But then I remember the deep cuts on her chest that I’m not supposed to know about and that she doesn’t seem to realize have bled through her nightgown. I turn around, giving her privacy; the only thing that matters right now is getting her warm and back to our dorm.

			I gather her flashlight and shoes while she changes, and scoop up her nightgown when she’s done. The fabric is sodden and heavy. Too heavy. I recall the thing that fell out of her pocket, and when I feel for what else might be in there, my fingers close around something smooth and solid. A creek stone. One of several. Their combined weight wasn’t enough to hold her down—I’d still been able to get her out of the water—but it scares me that she had them with her. More so than the cuts on her chest.

			Lyssa notices what I’m holding.

			“It’s not what you think,” she whispers, reaching out to take the stone and cradle it in her palms.

			“Lyssa, you walked into the pool with rocks in your pockets,” I say. “There’s only one reason people do that.”

			“No. It’s magic,” she explains. “Each one holds a memory. To keep him with me.”

			I imagine her carrying the weight of the past around with her, letting Jude drag her down. And it makes me hate him even more.

			“Come on,” I tell her, helping her up. “You’re going to catch your death out here.”

			

			—

			Lyssa is too weak to walk on her own, and I half support, half carry her back to Henley House. We’re both shivering. Freezing. Everything’s a mess and I have so many questions, but the wind whips our wet hair across our cheeks and I can’t think about anything beyond getting warm.

			It’s a relief when we finally make it through the dorm’s taped-open fire door. And I’ve never been so grateful to be surrounded by the building’s stale, stuffy air as I am when I help Lyssa up the stairs to the bathroom. I have a vague notion that you need blankets and warm drinks for hypothermia, but that seems useless when our hair is still sopping. Mine’s less of a problem, being shorter, but Lyssa’s hangs heavy to her waist.

			I manage to get her into one of the shower stalls and adjust the water until it runs warm but not hot. Then I head back to our room for dry clothes and towels. I don’t want to leave Lyssa alone longer than I have to, so I move quickly, unconcerned by the noise I’m making. Lyssa’s still in the shower when I return, sunk down against the tile beneath the spray. She looks awful. Her hair covers her body in tangled ropes, and her skin is so pale it’s almost blue. And she’s shaking. Crying. I get her out and wrapped in a big towel under the heat lamps, conscious that I’m still in my wet clothes with the chill settling deep in my bones. I need to finish helping Lyssa so I can help myself. I’m so focused on my task, wrapping her hair in a second towel, that I don’t realize we have company until we’re interrupted by a sleepy voice.

			“George? Lyssa? What’s with all the thumping up and down the hall? It’s after midnight.”

			I turn to see Ms. Fennec standing by the door in a Milford crew sweater and flannel pajama bottoms. Her hair is tucked beneath a silk bonnet to protect her curls and she’s rubbing a pillow crease from her cheek.

			“Why are your pajamas wet, George?” she asks, her confusion sharpening to suspicion as she comes more fully awake. “What’s going on here?”

			I look to Lyssa, unsure where to start and how much to reveal. How much I can trust my own experience. “There was an accident,” I say, choosing my words carefully. “Lyssa—”

			“I was sleepwalking,” Lyssa says, cutting me off. Her voice is barely a whisper and I can feel the effort it takes for her to speak through her chattering teeth. “I must have come in here and turned on the shower. George found me under the cold water.”

			Ms. Fennec looks skeptical. “The shower didn’t wake you up?”

			“It did,” Lyssa amends. “But I—I wasn’t feeling well before bed, and I was sort of disoriented.”

			“How do you feel now?”

			Lyssa pulls her towel tighter around her, making sure her chest is covered, and avoids Ms. Fennec’s eye. “Better.”

			Ms. Fennec turns to me. “George, is that what happened?”

			I glance at Lyssa, feeling torn. I can’t explain what I saw at the Witch Hut or what happened in the pool, at least not in a way that makes sense. And if I tell Ms. Fennec that we left the dorm, she’s going to want to know how we got out without using our swipe cards. The taped-open fire door is a tight-held secret between all the girls in our year, and they don’t need another reason to hate me. But it’s clear that Lyssa is in a bad place, and I don’t want to enable her to keep hurting herself.

			“I found Lyssa in the shower, and I got wet helping her out,” I tell Ms. Fennec. “But she should see the nurse,” I add. “I think she was under the water for a while before I found her, and she seemed really out of it.”

			“Has anything like this happened before tonight?” Ms. Fennec asks, looking between us.

			Lyssa shakes her head, and I stay quiet. I’m freezing in my sodden pajamas, wanting the night to be over before it gets any worse. I can feel myself shutting down. Getting Lyssa safely back to the dorm and dry has used up all my resources and I need someone else to take charge.

			Ms. Fennec chews her lip, like she’s wishing for the same. But then she straightens and summons her most authoritative expression. “All right, Lyssa, let’s head down to the infirmary. George, get yourself warm and back to bed. I’m not sure what’s really going on here, but the three of us are going to have a much more detailed conversation in the morning.”

			I wait until they’ve left before getting in the shower. It takes a long time for the water’s heat to work its way beneath my skin and stop my shivering. And even when I’m warm and dry and back in bed, I still feel unclean. Like the pool water has seeped into my veins. I can’t stop thinking about the stones in Lyssa’s pockets and the wound on her chest. And every time I close my eyes, I feel her arms around me and Jude’s voice is in my ear. Refusing to let me go.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 19

				
					[image: ]
				

				Lyssa

			
			I don’t know whether I chose this ending for myself. I can’t explain what I was doing at the Pond with rocks in my pockets. It’s true that I was upset—desperate, even—when I drew my blood and called Jude close at the Witch Hut. And I wanted to be with him.

			Forever. And always.

			All I remember after that is Jude taking me back to our time with the stingrays in the Blue Beyond. Maybe it was his way of giving me what I asked for. Showing me how we could be together.

			But the voiding dark spreading through my memory was terrifying and awful. So much worse than I could ever have imagined. I should be grateful that George was there to pull me out. Instead, I feel I’ve let Jude down. Broken my promise. Again.

			I spend what’s left of the night in the infirmary and wake with a fever. Our school nurse finds the cuts on my chest, and I tell her they were an accident. That I tripped while holding a glass. She doesn’t believe me and checks my forearms, thighs, stomach, and scalp for other injuries. And she gives me a stack of pamphlets to read outlining the dangers of self-harm while she consults with Ms. Fennec and Dr. Woodcroft.

			We’re coming up on a long weekend, when we have the Friday and Monday off school in the middle of term so we can see our families. I’d been planning to stay at Milford, but Dr. Woodcroft insists I take the time to rest and reassess, and calls Nan to come get me a day early.

			“You’ve been under tremendous stress, Lyssa,” she says, placing a cold hand on my arm and giving it a squeeze. “There’s no shame in taking a pause. Use this as an opportunity to think about whether being at Milford best suits your needs. We can always reevaluate your position here next year.”

			

			—

			The drive home is torture. I watch the wind stir the chaff from barren wheat fields beneath a low sky and feel the bond between me and Jude stretch thin. Nan keeps the radio off and her eyes on the road, and I’m certain I’ve disappointed her. We’re almost to Troubridge before she finally speaks.

			“I heard you failed a math test. That true, Lissy?”

			Shame sinks me farther in my seat, and I don’t respond.

			Nan shakes her head. “You told me you were doing okay.”

			There’s reproach in her voice, and I’m confused when I realize it’s not directed at me.

			“I should have called more. Come to get you sooner,” she says. “A loss like what you’re going through needs time to settle. The school should know that, what with all the well-being articles they link to in the newsletter; you can’t just be getting on with things.”

			This surprises me. Keeping a stiff upper lip is Nan’s MO.

			“You did when Pop died,” I remind her.

			“That was different,” she says, eyes still fixed on the road. “Your pop and I got to see our love mature. We made a family. A home. A whole life that I get to keep living. And I had you to look after—a six-year-old will get you out of bed in the morning, whether you’re up to it or not,” she says with a smile. “It’s still hard some days, of course, but when you’re with someone long enough, you come to accept these things as part of the deal.” Nan reaches across the gear stick to give my hand a squeeze. “We didn’t lose our possibilities.”

			My eyes grow hot, and a tear slips down my cheek because this is something no one at Milford seems to understand: When Jude died, all my wished-for tomorrows—our whole unwritten future—died with him.

			Nan keeps hold of my hand. “I know it hurts, but your world doesn’t have to end because he’s gone. Keep him in your thoughts, and when you’re ready, honor him with a life well lived.”

			“What if I can’t?” I say, wiping my eyes.

			Nan glances away from the road to look at me. “Grief is a demon, Lissy. It’ll drag you all the way down if you let it.”

			

			—

			Back home, I sleep through the night and most of the next day. Even then I feel exhausted. The school nurse dressed the wound on my chest, and the antiseptic Nan’s been instructed to keep applying makes it sting. But it doesn’t prickle in the way that tells me Jude’s near. I remember the photos I found destroyed. He won’t follow me to Merton Bay. Not after our last conversation before he died. And he doesn’t want me here either.

			Nan forgoes her errands and busies herself by cleaning our already spotless shack so she can keep an eye on me. Kelso comes by after school. He knocks on the sliding back door with his signature double rap and I look up from the couch where I’ve spent the day in a daze rereading The Secret History. Kelso’s so tall he has to duck to get through the door, and with his mop of salt-frizzed curls and wide, easy smile, he reminds me of a puppy still growing into its paws.

			“Hey, Mrs. Davies,” he calls to Nan as she emerges from the kitchen. “Dad caught extra gar this morning. Asked me to drop ’em ’round and remind Lys what she’s been missing.” He throws me a wink as he gives her the newspaper-wrapped bundle. “Still need to gut ’em, but.”

			“Tell him thank you, Sam,” Nan says. Normally, she’d be shooing him off, insisting that I need to study. But today, she takes the fish and her filleting knife and heads to the gutting bench out back. “I’ll let you two catch up.”

			Kelso drops onto the couch beside me and bumps my shoulder. “You ignoring me or what?”

			“You just got here,” I point out.

			“Yeah, but I’ve been calling. The girls in your dorm said they’d pass on my messages. Wasn’t sure if they did, though. I was starting to brush up my cursive to write you a letter—training carrier pigeons and everything—until I heard you were coming home. I texted this morning, too.” He shakes his head. “I don’t mean to crowd you, Lys, and I won’t keep at you. I just wanted you to know I’ve been thinking of you. We all have. And we’re here if you need.”

			Guilt twists in my stomach. My phone is still in Mr. Maddson’s lockup. I hadn’t even thought to bring it back with me. Or to contact my friends.

			“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “With everything at school…home seemed really far away.”

			It sounds incredibly sad when I say it out loud and I’m aware of Kelso studying me, his bright eyes moving over my face.

			“I’m sorry, too, Lys. Sorry he’s gone.”

			Kelso met Jude when he was here last summer, but they didn’t click. Jude got the idea that Kelso and I, being so close, must have history. Which we don’t; he’s like a brother, and I’d rather kiss a dead crab. But, like an annoying brother, Kelso found the whole thing hilarious and did nothing to put Jude at ease. Funny for him. Not so much for me.

			“I don’t want to talk about it,” I tell him.

			Kelso nods toward the beach where barrel waves curl down the shore. “You want to head out? Catch a few sets before the light goes?”

			I shake my head. “I’m not well. Nan would have conniptions.”

			“Come for a walk with me then. Get some vitamin D.” He presses his tanned forearm against mine. My skin’s so pale I can see the blue veins threaded beneath.

			“You’ve lost all your color, Lys.”

			

			—

			It’s a cold afternoon, but sunny. The light glances off the limestone cliffs, turning the sea to beaten silver—so bright, it hurts to look at. And with the wind roaring over the water, it feels worlds away from Milford, misted and hushed behind its screen of tall pines. As Kelso and I take the path up to the cliffs, I see surfers waiting on their boards beyond the breakers. A little more than a month ago, I’d have been out there with them. Now, when I look at the sea, I imagine the water crashing over me. Sucking me under. I force myself to turn away and tuck my chin into my scarf.

			“I’m glad you came home, Lys,” Kelso says as we near the top of the rise.

			“I’m not staying,” I tell him. “I’m only here for the weekend.”

			I don’t care what anyone else thinks is best; I need to get back to Jude.

			Kelso squints against the wind to look at me. “You got friends at school? People looking after you?”

			I think of George and wonder if she counts.

			“Maybe you should take a little more time,” he says when I don’t reply. “I know your nan’s got big ideas about your future, but they’ll keep. And the waves have been calling for you, Lys.”

			I look at the water and shake my head. “Jude didn’t like me surfing.”

			“What?” Kelso laughs, and I realize, too late, that I’ve spoken out loud.

			“It worried him,” I say quickly. “He heard about that surfer who was taken by a shark at Karlina Beach a few summers back. And he saw the rocks and reefs out here. It’s not exactly a paddling pool.”

			Kelso makes a face. “But surfing’s your thing, Lys. That and long, miserable books. You love it. Is this why Jude wouldn’t come surfing with us when he was here?”

			I shrug, not wanting to commit to an answer.

			When Jude visited, I’d been excited for him to meet my friends, and Jude seemed excited, too. We’d already been planning to meet up for a surf the afternoon I took him to the Blue Beyond, and I’d let everyone know he’d be joining us. We stopped at home for a few hours in between to wait out the midday heat and were lying on the carpet in my room reading, with the fan oscillating on full, when Kelso called from the hall.

			“Oi, Lys! You and your boy decent in there?”

			He took the open door for an invitation and joined us without waiting for a reply.

			“Faaark, it’s a scorcher,” he said, flopping face down on my bed as though collapsing from the heat. His bare feet hung over the edge, trailing sand.

			Jude cocked an eyebrow. “Who’s this?”

			“Kelso,” I said. “I told you about him, remember? He’s my friend.”

			“Best friend,” Kelso corrected, turning his head to grin at Jude and sticking out a hand for him to shake. “And you’re Jude, right? Lys talks about you so much, it feels like you’ve been with us all summer.”

			I smiled at him through gritted teeth. “Please shut up.”

			But Jude seemed pleased, putting his arm around me and drawing me close.

			“What are you doing here?” I asked Kelso. “I thought we were meeting on the beach at four?”

			“Everyone else is, yeah. But I figured Jude might need some gear,” he said, sitting up and turning to Jude. “I’ve popped a spare wet suit and board under the veranda with Lys’s for you. I could even run you through the basics before the others arrive, if you’re up for it?”

			“Thanks,” Jude said. “But Lys’s nan’s out and we haven’t seen each other since school finished, so…we might stay here for a bit.”

			My cheeks burned at his implication. Yes, time alone was hard to come by at Milford, but I wanted to show Jude my life here.

			“We’re just reading,” I said, feeling awkward. “And Kelso’s a great teacher. He and his dad run the summer surf school. They taught me back in the day.”

			“Might not have been so generous if I’d known you’d eclipse me so quick,” Kelso teased. “Wait till you see her out there, man.” He shook his head, grinning. “Lys is a siren when she surfs.”

			“What do you reckon?” I asked Jude, eager to show off for him.

			He squinted through the window toward the glitter of sea. “It must be over a hundred degrees, Lys, and the heat is already giving me a headache. If I go out there now with all that sun, it’ll turn into a migraine. I’ll be useless for days.”

			I deflated, just a little. Jude hadn’t mentioned anything about a headache before now, and it seemed like an excuse. Maybe he felt nervous or self-conscious about surfing for the first time with people who’d been doing it for years? My friends weren’t judgy. They’d be thrilled he was willing to give it a go, but he didn’t know that.

			“I’ll get you some ibuprofen,” I offered. “And there’s plenty of shade under the cliffs. You don’t even have to go in the water.”

			Jude touched my cheek and stroked my hair. “I’m sorry. I know this is important to you, and I was looking forward to meeting everyone, but I don’t feel up to it today.”

			I pulled away, feeling whiplashed and unsure what had brought about his sudden change of heart. “What? Not at all, you mean?”

			Jude shook his head, regretful. “But you two should go.”

			He sounded genuine, though I sensed it was a test.

			“I’m not going to leave you here when you’ve come all this way,” I said. “Especially if you’re not feeling well.”

			“I’ll be fine,” he assured me. “And I don’t want to keep you from having fun.”

			It was definitely a test.

			“Come on, Lys,” Kelso said. “There’s a perfect swell up, and Jude might change his mind and join us once he’s rested a bit. Right, Jude?”

			Jude offered an apologetic smile. “I don’t think so.”

			I felt torn. It was hard being away from my friends during the school year and our breaks were precious. I also wanted to surf. To show Jude what I could do. But if Jude didn’t want to go, there’d be no convincing him, and I hated that he was making me choose. That we couldn’t all just be together. It shouldn’t have been a big deal. I should have been free to go. We’d made plans before I even knew Jude was coming, and there wasn’t much I could do for him at the house. In fact, he’d probably feel better faster if I left him alone. But I had the queasy sense that if I went with Kelso, it’d count as a mark against me.

			“It is really hot out,” I said, avoiding Kelso’s eye. “And we have a ton of reading to get through before school starts. Tell the others we’re sorry. We’ll catch you tomorrow,” I added, though I suspected we wouldn’t.

			“Yeah, right-o.” Kelso ran a hand through his curls and shot me a bewildered look as he stood to go. “I’ll, uh, leave you to your book club then.”

			It was clear from his tone that he didn’t believe Jude had a headache. Or that we’d be getting much reading done. I didn’t believe it either. After his comment about Nan being gone, I figured Jude just wanted me to himself. But he remained cold and distant all afternoon, insisting I should have gone. It was confusing, and I felt like he was punishing me. But for what? Having a hobby we didn’t share? Friends he didn’t know? Or maybe just one friend: a boy who seemed as at home in my room as he was in his own.

			“Did Jude worry about you doing anything else?” Kelso asks, pulling me back to the present.

			“No. It wasn’t like that,” I assure him. Though, it sort of was.

			Jude thought I worked too hard. Put too much pressure on myself. Which was probably true. I needed him to help me find the magic in my days. To seek me out in the library an hour before it closed and lead me away from the study tables to cozy up on the beanbags at the back of the fiction stacks. And to escape with him to the Wilds on the weekends.

			“He was protective. And he paid attention to me. That’s a good thing in a relationship,” I point out.

			Kelso shrugs. “If you say so.”

			I stop walking. Stand my ground. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Nothing,” Kelso mumbles.

			“No,” I insist. “If you’ve got something to say about Jude, let’s hear it.”

			Everyone’s been tiptoeing around me for weeks, telling me it’s okay to be sad but implying that my specific pain is somehow wrong. And I’m primed for a fight.

			“You’re capable, Lys,” Kelso says. “Smartest person I know. And you’ve never been someone who needs looking after.” He bites his lip and keeps his eyes on the path. “Except now. I hate that he did this to you.”

			“Jude died,” I remind him. “It wasn’t his fault.”

			Kelso tilts his head and gives me an appraising look. “Maybe not. But it feels like he’s taken you with him.”

			

			—

			My talk with Kelso leaves me unsettled. Stirring up memories I’d rather avoid. Nan invites him to stay for dinner, and cooks the gar in butter with lemon from our tree squeezed over the top. It’s usually my favorite, but tonight the smell turns my stomach, and while Kelso sets the table, I excuse myself.

			In the bathroom mirror, I see that grief has made me a ghost. The hollows beneath my eyes are rubbed raw and there are scabby marks between my ear and jaw where I’ve been picking at the skin. I’ve lost weight, too. The sharp points of my shoulders jut through my sweater and my face is gaunt. It’s no wonder everyone’s worried.

			If I want to get back to Jude, I will need to do better. I brush my hair and tie it up with an old ribbon I find in one of the vanity drawers. Nan doesn’t have any makeup, so I hold a hot compress to my cheeks and bite my lips to bring out the color, and then change into a thicker sweater to give myself some bulk. Back in the kitchen, I grit my teeth in an approximation of a smile and chat about everyday things with Kelso: homework, TV, our plans for winter holidays. And even though the fish tastes oily and rotten, triggering my gag reflex with every bite, I make a point to clean my plate. When we’re done, Nan sends Kelso home with a bag of lemons in thanks for the fish. And for getting me off the couch.

			She’s been watching me closely and I’m proud of how I’ve managed to get through the evening, but sleep comes hard that night. Alone in my room, memories curl around me, and for the first time since it happened, I find myself replaying the rest of that summer afternoon when Jude and I bailed on my friends. There’d been a barbecue at the twins’ place, but we skipped it. I didn’t even mention it to Jude. Instead, once he assured me he was feeling better, I’d put on a dress I knew he liked: green with little white flowers and floaty sleeves. We went to the pub in Troubridge for dinner, which was fancier than the one here. And later that night, after Nan was asleep, Jude came creeping into my room. It had been so dark, I hadn’t realized he was there until he slipped into bed beside me.

			“Jude, you can’t sleep here,” I’d hissed.

			He laid a finger on my lips and his mouth brushed my ear. “I’m sorry about this afternoon. I want to make it up to you.”

			“We shouldn’t,” I said.

			“We’ll be quiet.”

			I caught the smile in his voice and his hand was already at my hip, his thumb tracing teasing dips beneath the waistband of my pajamas. He’d kissed me long and slow, tasting of salt and apricots, and touched me until my breath quickened and hot stars burned behind my eyes. But it hadn’t felt like an apology. More like he was reclaiming me. Reminding me that I was his.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 20
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				George

			
			I stay at Milford over the break. There are always a few of us orphaned in the dorms, and I know some of the tenth and eleventh graders are also staying. The library and dining hall will be open, and Dr. Woodcroft will be keeping an eye out, so the school won’t be totally deserted. But with Jude’s death and the thefts and the strain of twelfth grade, the atmosphere in Henley House has become oppressive and all the girls in our grade are either going home or have found friends to stay with. Even Ms. Fennec is leaving, headed to Melbourne for a girls’ weekend. I’m not thrilled at the prospect of four days alone with my thoughts and all the homework I’ve been neglecting, but it beats going home to Angasvale.

			By lunchtime Friday, Henley House is deserted. And by late afternoon, a bitter cold front has settled in. I promise myself a night of gaming if I finish a history source analysis and my bio lab report before dinner. But as I work, I’m aware of the empty dorm rooms on either side of me in the now-deserted building and the sky pressing low beyond the window. Everything is hushed and still in a way it never is during classes. There’s no sound. Not a breath of wind or a single bird. Only the slow creep of fog from between the trees, like a silent hand reaching across the sports fields toward the dorms.

			I’ve poured lines of salt along the windowsill and across the doorway for protection, but I still feel uneasy. I keep thinking about Lyssa and hoping she’s okay. I know now for sure that she wasn’t responsible for the thefts in our dorm. Fatima had misplaced her headphones while she was packing, and when she looked for them under Bea Grist’s bed in their shared room, she found the other missing items hidden between the mattress slats—including Ayla’s diamond earrings. Bea was called to Dr. Woodcroft’s office soon after, and I saw her crying as she climbed into the passenger seat of her dad’s new-model Mercedes. I’m fairly certain she won’t be back after the break. But I can’t stop replaying what happened in the pool. How Lyssa hadn’t been herself. I want to believe that she’s sick with grief. That’s the logical explanation. Except, the more I replay the events of that night, the more certain and scared I become that when Lyssa opened the cross over her heart and crumpled to the floor in the Witch Hut, Jude had stood up within her. And he’s still here.

			

			—

			That first night alone in the dorms, every small, settling sound becomes a footstep and every shadow has Jude’s shape. Even with my lamp on and the blinds drawn against the dark, it takes me a long time to fall asleep. And I’ve barely begun to dream before I’m startled awake again, sitting bolt upright with my pulse racing and my heart beating painfully against the old scar on my chest as though there’s been a great disturbance. I feel disoriented, adrenaline pumping through my veins as I listen for evidence of what woke me. Everything is quiet, save for a soft buzzing coming from my lamp, and I scan the room slowly as my heart settles. My salt lines remain intact. But it’s cold, the air icy in my throat. Either the heating’s broken again or it’s been switched off for the break. Unless—but no, I don’t want to think about what else might be causing that bone-numbing chill. The alarm clock on my desk blinks at 00:00. Midnight. Which is wrong; it had been after one when I fell asleep. But nothing else appears to have changed, and I remember that 00:00 is also the clock’s default setting. Henley House is old, and the wiring’s always been dodgy. I figure there must have been a power outage or a surge. The air even has a weird charge to it, and there’s a low humming sound. Like someone’s running a generator. Or there are wasps in the walls. It must be the noise that woke me, though I can’t locate the source.

			Now that I’m awake, my thoughts won’t settle. I figure a half hour of cozy gaming—Fae Farm or Stardew Valley—might calm me down. But when I reach for my Switch, it doesn’t turn on, and when I check the dock’s cord, I find that the circuit breaker on the power board I use for my Switch and my laptop has been tripped. I reset it, annoyed. My Switch won’t be charged until morning, but at least it confirms my theory about the wiring acting up. I decide to read instead and scan the shelf above my bed for something comforting and familiar before settling on William Goldman’s The Princess Bride.

			At first, I’m jittery and it’s hard to concentrate on the words, but the story soon carries me away from the eerie mood of Henley House. At least, for a little while. Twenty pages in, I hear a soft thunk at the window.

			A moment later, it happens again.

			
				Thunk.

			

			It sounds as though a small bird has hit the glass, and a ripple of disquiet goes through me when I think how the same thing happened when I saw the figure on the soccer field. I mark my page and set down my book, my attention firmly on the dark sliver of window visible, at this angle, behind the blinds. When long minutes pass and nothing further happens, I tell myself it was the wind. My imagination working in overdrive. But just as I turn away, the sound happens a third time.

			
				Thunk.

			

			Every muscle in my body tenses.

			
				Thunk.

				Thunk.

				Thunk.

			

			Behind the blinds, the glass vibrates with the force of whatever’s hitting it. This is no accident. Something out there wants my attention. And my fear deepens as I realize that I know this sound.

			
				Thunk.

				Thunk.

				Thunk.

			

			It’s the sound of the gum nuts Jude tossed at our window every Tuesday at lights-out on his way back to Cudmore House after D&D. Lyssa would click her lamp on and off in reply and get this moony grin on her face every time, like it was the most romantic thing in the world. But I was certain Jude was checking up on her. Making sure she was where she said she would be. And he was sending me a message, too. Reminding me that he was there and still watching my every move.

			I look back down at my alarm clock. The power is still acting up and the digital display is glitching so that every few seconds 00:00 reads as 10:00. Ten p.m. Lights-out. The buzzing from my lamp intensifies, and I feel the heat coming off it in the cold room as the globe glows brighter.

			“Go away,” I whisper.

			
				Thunk.

				Thunk.

			

			I startle at each new sound. The lamp flickers, and I’m scared the bulb’s going to blow and leave me in the dark. My heart skitters with panic; I can’t allow that to happen.

			“Leave me alone!” I say, louder this time.

			But I know Jude, and he’s not going to give up just because I ask him to.

			I need to get out of here before this escalates. I push aside thoughts of hands snatching my ankles from beneath the bed and force my frozen limbs to move.

			
				THUNK!

				THUNK!

				THUNK!

			

			The sound of gum nuts hitting glass, loud as gunshots now, follows me into the hall and I’m certain the window must be cracked, if not broken. I slam the door behind me, with no intention of going back into my room before morning. My legs are jelly, and I slide down against the wall, grateful for the wash of overhead lights and the musty industrial carpet—the overwhelming ordinariness of the hall—before it occurs to me that there are no salt lines to protect me here. It’s possible Jude knows this and getting me out of my room was his plan all along. But I can still hear the muffled thunk of gum nuts. And I don’t know how ghost-logic works, but if Jude—or whatever this is—is still outside my window, then I should be safe here. At least for now. I close my eyes and force deep breaths. Scary as it is to be alone, at least there’s no one around to witness me falling apart.

			Or so I assumed. As my adrenaline ebbs, I catch the murmur of voices from farther down the hall. Which is strange; I’m certain there’s no one else staying in Henley House tonight. I listen, straining my ears.

			There’s definitely someone there.

			It sounds like a male and a female, though I can’t be sure. My first thought is that it must be a couple. Students seeking privacy, wrongly assuming the dorm is empty. I admire their boldness, and am in no position to be telling anyone off for sneaking around after lights-out. But they’re not even trying to be discreet. And as I continue to listen, I hear other voices cutting in. They seem to be coming from the common room, and I frown, wondering how many people there are and what they’re up to. Could they be having a party? Under any other circumstances, I’d leave them to it. I certainly wouldn’t want to join them. But given I’m stranded out here with hours until daylight, being sociable has new appeal.

			“Hello?” I call, getting up from the floor. “Who’s here?”

			I wait for silence. Hushed giggles. But the voices continue without pause, and without acknowledging me, as I make my way down the hall. Whoever it is doesn’t seem worried about getting caught. They must know Ms. Fennec isn’t here. The common room door is closed, and I press my ear to the wood to listen, hoping to get a clearer idea of what I’m walking into. There are definitely people inside, though the voices all sound male now and I still can’t hear what they’re saying.

			I give a tentative knock and try the handle, thinking about the last time I snuck into the common room after lights-out, and what a terrible mistake that turned out to be. Inside, the room is dark. There’s no one here. But something flickers just out of sight. I get a queasy feeling and an awful, long-ago memory rises: Flames dancing in the dark. The scent of rose and rosemary. I shove it back down and push the door wide to see that the TV is on, playing to empty chairs.

			That explains the voices. I let out a breath. It must have turned on when the power surged. Or glitched. Or whatever. I reach for the light switch to locate the TV remote, but my hand freezes in midair and fear opens its leathery wings within my chest as, on the screen, a masked Cary Elwes flashes a roguish smile.

			Impossible.

			Inconceivable!

			The TV is playing The Princess Bride.

			And it can’t be a coincidence. It can’t. Absurdly, I’m angry that this will ruin one of my favorite movies.

			One of our favorite movies, a quiet voice corrects. Because Jude loved it, too.

			I backtrack into the hall on unsteady legs, feeling sick. He’s already taken so much from me. I don’t understand what more he could want. Terror roils in my gut, and I realize I am, in fact, going to be sick. I stumble down the hall and make it to the bathroom just in time.

			Under the fluorescent lights, my reflection is a disaster. Wild hair and tired eyes. My lines blurred by too many late nights. I can’t go on like this. I lean my forehead against the long mirror over the sinks, lacking both the energy to move and a safe place to go. I’d hoped when Jude died that he would lose his hold over me. But it’s worse. The scar on my chest that I’ve tried so hard to forget is itching. Prickling. And when the sensor lights blink out, I sob in the dark, certain I know what’s coming.

			Warm breath tickles the top of my head, and a fingertip traces the ridges of my spine. I grip the edge of the sink and my heart clenches tight. I don’t want to know, but I need to see.

			My hand trembles as I wave to trigger the light sensor.

			The fluorescent bulbs click back on, and I bite back a cry. Jude stands behind me in the mirror. Solid and real. His hair is unbound and he’s wearing a white shirt unbuttoned at the collar and cuffs, with a dark smear of blood staining the fabric over his heart. It sickens me to see it—to feel the ache in the matching scar on my chest. His gaze moves over my reflection, drinking in my fear, and his lips curve toward a smile.

			I should run. But I’m frozen in place.

			The dark comes again, and I feel him step close. A tear slips down my cheek and my whole body is trembling as his hand slides into my hair to cradle my skull. When I don’t move—don’t pull away—he traces the collar of my pajama top and draws it back, fingertips brushing the edge of my collarbone to expose my throat. I swallow hard. I shouldn’t want this. Shouldn’t miss this. Everything about it is wrong.

			But Jude knows exactly what I like. And it’s been so long since anyone held me. He runs his hand from my hair over my shoulder to circle his arm around my waist, drawing me close. His chest is firm against me, and he smells like the Wilds: pine needles and woodsmoke. My heart is in my throat, and I’m biting my lip hard enough to taste blood as the tip of his nose ghosts the length of my neck. I brace myself for the chill of his kiss. But his lips are warm. Alive. Seeking the place where my pulse beats quick and close against my skin. I close my eyes against the tingling, dizzying rush and more tears slip free as my legs give way. I don’t want him back, but I can’t seem to let him go either.

			

			—

			I wake on the bathroom floor the next morning. The cold from the tiles has seeped into my bones, leaving my muscles stiff and aching. My skin holds the memory of Jude’s touch and a cry aches in my throat as I push myself up to sit. More than I hate him, I hate that there is a part of me that keeps reaching for him. It makes me think of the message on the Ouija board my first night back at school:

			L E T M E I N

			Is that what I’ve been doing? Telling myself I don’t want him here, while thinking of little else. And it’s not just since he died that I’ve been shaping my days around his absence. After everything went wrong between us, I became stuck in our ending. Spending all my time in my room, like a fairy-tale princess trapped in a tower, waiting for Jude to break the curse. Like he wasn’t the one who put me here in the first place. Now he’s gone and I’m still waiting. Still holding on to all that hurt. And angry as I am at him, I’m furious with myself for giving him that power.

			I dress warmly and stop by the maintenance shed to borrow a shovel under the pretense of volunteering in the student-led garden, then set out across the sports fields toward the Wilds.

			My first stop is the Witch Hut. Jude’s knife is still on the mantelpiece where Lyssa left it the night I followed her to the pool. I snatch it up and drop to my knees, dragging the blade through the first letter carved on the floor. The grain resists the metal, but I grit my teeth and keep at it, scratching out the markings one by one, until the Ouija board is obscured. It’s not enough to vanquish him—Lyssa and I will both need to be intentional about that—but it’ll make it harder for him to reach her. When I’m done, the blade is blunt and useless.

			I take the knife with me when I head back out beneath the trees. It’s been well over two years since Jude and I buried the tether bottle, but I still remember the precise spot, marked by a creek stone at the base of the pine tree closest to the Witch Hut. It was late summer then, the Wilds dusty and hot and our newfound feelings for each other burning bright. I’d initially been against it. It felt too soon, too intense. And my reluctance sparked our first fight. Jude had ignored me for three days—waited until I was wretched and gave in—then brushed it off like it was nothing. Like I was the one who’d overreacted.

			I should have left him then.

			The tether bottle is buried deep as a grave. I’m filthy and sweating hard, and the sun is sinking behind the trees before the shovel finally clangs against the lid. I wrap my sweatshirt sleeve around it as I pull it out, not wanting it to make contact with my skin. The seal on the jar isn’t airtight and mold grows thick around the clumps of hair, clouding the glass. It makes me retch, and I set the bottle down by the fire pit, away from me, while I bury the knife in its place and gather pine cones and kindling.

			I should have done this the day I found out Jude was dead. Hell, I probably should have done it the day we broke up. But anger is also a bond, one that felt too final—too painful—to sever. It’s only after seeing what Jude did to Lyssa in the pool, and after he kissed me last night—how good that felt—that I know I need him gone.

			Once I have everything arranged, I light the tinder, and when the flames lick up, I unscrew the lid of the tether bottle and throw the contents into the fire. The smell is rancid. I cover my nose and mouth with my sweatshirt to keep from inhaling the toxic fumes, and use one of the dining hall saltshakers to season the smoke while walking slow, anticlockwise circles around the pit. As I perform this reversal, I imagine the parts of ourselves we tethered burning up and away.

			“We’re done, Jude,” I tell him when the saltshaker is empty.

			I close my eyes, concentrating on the words I need and charging them with intent.

			“With the Wilds as my witness, I sever the ties between us and walk alone from here. Be at rest. Be gone.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 21
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				Lyssa

			
			Nan watches me like a hawk over the weekend, and though my body feels impossibly heavy and drained of energy, I force myself to go through the motions of recovery: eating and offering to wash the dishes, even as the food cramps in my belly; making small progress on my assignments; and spending time at the beach with Kelso and our other friends. I bite back my tears and submit when Nan applies fresh antiseptic to the now-healing wound on my chest, and I rest, lying open-eyed in the dark, waiting for the light to come back.

			I am elated when Nan agrees to drive me back to Milford on Monday afternoon, after she has a long phone conversation with Dr. Woodcroft, and I agree to call home at least twice a week and have Ms. Fennec check over my homework each night. But winter has settled in during my absence and I arrive to discover the blush of autumn foliage has fallen away, leaving the trees stark and the dorms veined in red, naked vines. The temperature’s dropped, too, the persistent fog giving the air a damp chill while clouds crowd low and ominous over the sports fields. Their silence feels electric—a storm on the way. And when I see the azalea blooms lying crushed along the walkways, I can’t help but feel that I’m being punished for leaving Jude behind.

			I head straight to the Witch Hut, eager to see him before Ms. Fennec realizes I’m back. But the Wilds feel wrong. Someone has recently lit a fire. Salt glitters in the pit and an acrid smell hangs over the ashes. I hurry to the hut only to fall to my knees inside the door. Jude’s knife is missing and the Ouija board has been destroyed. A cry escapes my throat.

			“No!”

			I rake my hands across the scratched-out letters, and splinters bite into my skin as I try to make sense of how this could have happened. Did someone find the Ouija board over the break? Another couple? A forager? Could Jude have done it? Was he so angry with me for leaving?

			Panic grips my chest and my eyes grow hot. I cannot bear the thought of him ignoring me. Not again.

			But there is another possibility. Someone who had seen me here with him. Someone who didn’t approve.

			A tear slips down my cheek, but I swipe it away.

			George.

			

			—

			She’s sitting on my bed when I get to our room, as though she’s been waiting for me. My copy of Rebecca is open in her lap, but she sets it down on my desk when she sees me come in.

			“We need to talk.”

			“No shit,” I say. “Have you been at the hut?”

			“Yes,” she tells me simply.

			Her lack of remorse makes me want to scream. How could you?! But when I look closer, I see there are shadows deep as bruises beneath her eyes. As though she hasn’t slept since I last saw her. Since she pulled me out of the pool and told Ms. Fennec I was sleepwalking.

			I force a deep breath to quell my anger and join her on my bed.

			“I’m sorry about what happened at the pool, George. I didn’t mean to make you part of that.”

			She stares at me like that is not the thing to apologize for. “You could have died, Lyssa.”

			“I see that now,” I say, lowering my gaze.

			George shakes her head. “You need to stop calling on Jude.”

			A sound halfway between a laugh and a sob escapes my lips. She might as well ask me to stop my heart from beating.

			“I mean it, Lyssa.” She takes my hand, imploring me to look at her. “Do you understand what he’s been doing to you?”

			Her expression is pinched with concern and her hand is warm around mine. I’m aware that we’ve rarely been so close and I don’t like the way she’s looking at me. As though she can see me more clearly than I see myself.

			“Why do you care?” I ask, flustered and pulling free. “We’re not friends. You’re not responsible for me.”

			“Because I know what Jude is capable of,” she says carefully. “And I should have warned you about him.”

			My mouth feels dry and it’s hard to get the words out. “What do you mean?”

			George hesitates. “I don’t want to do this, okay? I know you’re already hurting, but I’m not sure how else to convince you that Jude wasn’t the person you think he was. And you need to let him go.” She squeezes her eyes shut, and I can feel the effort it takes for her to open them again. When she finally looks at me, her lashes are wet. “We were together, Lyssa. Me and Jude.”

			Her words land like a physical blow, knocking the air from my lungs. I stare at her. Shake my head. “That’s not true.” It can’t be.

			“I’m sorry, but it is.” George wipes her eyes and tugs down the collar of her sweatshirt to reveal a small jagged cross over her heart. “There was a time when I would have done almost anything for him, too.”

			There’s a rushing in my ears and the sight of her scar makes me feel hot all over. I’m still staring at it—trying to understand how the most intimate, sacred thing between me and Jude is something he also shared with George—when we’re interrupted by a knock at the door.

			“Yoo-hoo, anyone home?”

			George smooths her collar back in place as Ms. Fennec lets herself in. She’s added to her earring collection while she was in Melbourne and a pair of dangling resin galah birds peek between her sandy curls.

			“Oh, wonderful! You’re both here!” Her tone is light, but I catch her making a subtle sweep of the room before she gives us her full attention. “I just wanted to check in. See how you were doing.”

			She offers me a warm, pink-gloss smile. “I’m glad you’ve come back to us, Lyssa. Are you feeling better?”

			My eyes are hot with welling tears and I’m struggling to breathe around the enormity of what George has revealed, but I grit my teeth and return her smile. “Yep, all good.”

			“And you, George? Did you get some rest over the break?”

			George is still looking at me, an apology in her eyes. “I did. And I’ve decided to rejoin the soccer team, like you suggested, Ms. Fennec.”

			I had no idea that she used to play, and it feels like she’s twisting the knife—proving I don’t know her at all.

			Ms. Fennec beams at George and claps her hands. “That’s great news! And I’m so pleased to see you two spending time together. That you’re supporting each other.” She grins too wide, encouraging us to agree with her.

			“We’re trying,” George tells her.

			“Well, don’t let me keep you from it. Not everyone’s back yet, so the kitchen staff are doing sushi platters and fruit salad. Go down and help yourselves when you’re hungry. And, Lyssa, we’ll catch up properly tomorrow,” Ms. Fennec says, heading for the door. “Take the evening to settle in.”

			I manage to hold back my tears until she leaves. But once we’re alone, I stand up from my bed and begin to pace, unable to stay sitting beside George and not caring if she sees me cry.

			“How long were you together?” I ask.

			George presses her lips into a thin line, like she doesn’t want to say. “Most of tenth grade.”

			I stop and stare at her. A year. A whole year. It’s almost as long as we had. I think of how confident Jude was with me. Always leading. I knew I wasn’t the first person he’d been with, but he let me believe I was the only one who mattered.

			I don’t understand why he would lie to me. Why George lied to me.

			“You told me you weren’t in love with him. You let me think you were just friends. And that you stopped speaking soon after you arrived here.”

			“I misled you,” George agrees. “And I apologize for that. Jude and I were no fairy tale, and it’s hard to talk about. That’s what I’m trying to explain. I need to tell you how it ended between us.”

			She reaches for my hand again, but I step away. “No.”

			“I really am sorry, Lyssa. I didn’t want you to find out like this, but—”

			“No.” I cross my arms, disregarding the fact that I must look like a petulant child. “I don’t want to hear it.” The room is too small, too stuffy. I need to get out. Get away from this conversation. “If you couldn’t tell me this when he was alive, you don’t get to ruin what we had now that he’s gone. It’s cruel, George.”

			George nods, still sitting on my bed and looking miserable. “I know.”

			I can see how it’s breaking her, and under any other circumstances, I’d be sympathetic. But not about this. If Jude didn’t tell me about their relationship, he must have had a good reason. He must. And I’ve fought so hard to keep him.

			“I don’t care what you were to each other,” I tell her firmly, heading for the door. She had no right to destroy the Ouija board in the Witch Hut. And no business claiming to know Jude better than me. “I won’t let you take him away from me, George.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 22
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				George

			
			I feel awful. Obviously. And I didn’t even get to tell Lyssa the worst part before she stormed out. Not that I blame her; she deserved to know about me and Jude from the start. I should have spoken to her when I realized Jude wasn’t going to. But it still felt so raw at the time—my heart and my reputation in tatters. No one had believed me when I told them what Jude had done. They were all convinced I was to blame. I was the witch, after all. It’s a weak excuse, but I hadn’t been able to face the possibility of telling Lyssa the truth about us and having one more person call me a liar.

			Now, I don’t have a choice. After seeing Jude walk Lyssa into the pool, and given how he appeared to me over the break, I know he has no intention of letting either of us go. Not without a fight. He hasn’t been back since I destroyed the tether bottle, but I still have work to do. Because a spell isn’t a silver bullet; it’s a way of stating your intention. Drawing down energy that must then be channelled into action. It will be hard, and heartbreaking, but to be free of Jude, I need to go out into the world and discover how it looks—to figure out who I am—without him.

			I get that Lyssa needs time to process what I’ve told her. And after she leaves, I work up the courage to stop by Merri’s room to ask her about rejoining the soccer team. I’m prepared for rejection. The season’s already underway, and I’m not convinced Merri’s offer to have me back at the start of the term was genuine. But she must be desperate for a goalie because when I raise the question of my return, she kicks up the ball resting by her feet, shooting it over my shoulder toward the door and grins when I catch it.

			“Eat something with more protein than those ramen cups you’ve been living on and start running laps,” she tells me. “I need you match-ready in a week.”

			

			—

			The sky hangs low on Wednesday afternoon when I show up for my first training. Thunder rumbles in the distance and the air is cold and clammy. Most of my teammates are already stretching on the grass when I arrive and I try to ignore the what the fuck is she doing here? looks they exchange at my approach. I take it Merri didn’t tell them I was coming. Hell, I wasn’t sure I’d show up until I was in my gear and heading out to the field.

			My uniform hangs looser than it did two seasons ago and the wind breathes a chill down the back of my shirt. Merri wants her star goalie back, but I feel awkward and unsteady in my cleats and I don’t know that I have it in me to lap the field, let alone the stamina to get through an entire game. Not that it matters. Even if I were in the starting lineup for the Matildas, I’m sure most of my Milford teammates would rather keep me benched.

			My stomach is churning and I’m on the verge of heading back to the dorms when Merri shows up. She’s got a bag of soccer balls slung over one shoulder and a container of orange slices balanced on her hip.

			“Oi! Bit of help would have been nice!” she calls to the other girls. “Quit standing around and buddy up for warm-up drills!” She drops her bundle on the sidelines and kicks me a ball as she starts to run. “You’re with me, goalie. Try to keep up.”

			We run three laps of the field against the rising wind, taking turns dribbling the ball and passing it between us. Merri goes easy on me, calling encouragement and letting me find my rhythm, but by the second lap there’s a stitch knifing under my ribs, and by the time we’re done, my lungs have given out, my body is a screaming inferno, and I’m rock-solid certain that coming back was a terrible idea.

			I hope Merri will take pity and let me sit out the first half of the scrimmage while I catch my breath, but she puts me in goal. For the first ten minutes, I’m rubbish, and the girls Merri’s assigned to the opposing team take full advantage, scoring three quick goals against us.

			“The fuck, George?” Mia hisses as I let a fourth goal through. “Go back to your devil worship. We can lose just fine without you.”

			“Mia, sub with Verity,” Merri says, stepping in. “Leave that shit off the field. And George: eyes on the ball, head in the game. You’re better than this.”

			Mia shoots me daggers as she heads for the bench. Both her rebuke and Merri’s tough love make me want to cry, but they also spark something. I’ve grown accustomed to being on the sidelines. Outside the action. But I used to be good at this. More than that, I used to enjoy it.

			The wind is picking up, harassing the trees and making everyone work twice as hard to maintain control of the ball, and the clouds are looking mean. We’re in for a bad storm tonight. But when Merri blows her whistle to start the next play, I push aside my feelings and concentrate on the game. Adrenaline pumps and my focus sharpens, same as when I battle a portal boss in Zephyr Quest. Instead of weaknesses, the pain in my muscles and my dwindling energy become stats to work with, and I cast a Target on the ball so that it glows radium green. Everything slows to half speed as my brain shifts into a higher gear, allowing me to pick up rhythms in the other players’ movements and anticipate what will happen next. I’m the goalie. Nothing gets past me.

			Of course, that’s not quite true. I’m still way off form, and I miss more shots than I save, costing us the match. But with every ball I stop, and every kick that finds its mark, I reclaim something of myself. I feel free. And alive. And when I manage to dive across the goal to catch one of Merri’s signature fast shots to the corner, my whole team cheers.

			After ninety minutes of training, I’m exhausted but elated. Flush with endorphins. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed being on the field, and spent as I am, I’m pleased when Merri asks me to stay behind and goal keep for her while she practices her penalty shootouts.

			“Work off a bit more of the rust, yeah?” she teases.

			“Fuck you!” I say, but I’m smiling.

			Merri’s a good captain, and during the scrimmage she put her teammates first, making sure each girl had time with the ball, but once it’s just me and her, she goes all in: charging and feinting, sending the ball arrowing toward the goal at maximum speed and making me work for every save. But the wind has become a gale, gusting so strong it’s hard to keep my footing, and when the sky flares with the first flash of lightning, Merri reluctantly calls time.

			I help her return the balls to the equipment shed, where I collapse onto a stack of gym mats and gulp everything left in my water bottle. Merri drops down beside me and offers me the tub of orange slices.

			“That was murder,” I tell her. “My legs will never forgive you.”

			She flashes me an orange-slice grin as she begins her cooldown stretches. “If you hate me now, wait till you try walking tomorrow.”

			I groan, knowing the dorm stairs will feel like mountains. “It was good to be out there, though. Thanks for having me back on the team. I’m sure the other girls will give you shit about it.”

			Merri shrugs. “They’ll come around once they remember what you can do. And maybe—” She hesitates, like she’s trying to find the words, then shakes her head. “Actually, never mind.”

			“What?” I ask.

			“It’s nothing,” she insists. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

			“But you did. And now you have to tell me. That’s the rule.”

			“Well, I wouldn’t want to be seen breaking a rule now, would I?” she teases before turning serious, fiddling with her water bottle to avoid looking me in the eye. “I was going to say that the other girls might be more welcoming if they understood why you ditched us in the first place.”

			I stare at her, unsure where this is coming from.

			“I didn’t ditch you, Merri. The rest of the team made it very clear that they didn’t want me anywhere near them,” I remind her. “Not after what happened.”

			Merri squints through the open door toward the Wilds. “You mean when Jude blew up your life because he was an arrogant, self-entitled narcissist-slash-creepily-possessive arsehole?”

			I blink at her. It’s the first time I’ve heard anyone say a bad word against him and it takes me by surprise.

			“Not to speak ill of the dead,” she continues. “But he didn’t deserve you. And you certainly didn’t deserve what he did to you.”

			“You mean that?” My voice is quiet. I hadn’t thought there was anyone who saw through him.

			Even Mom thought I was lying. I can still hear her voice on the other end of the phone after Dr. Woodcroft had spoken to her: What were you thinking, Georgina? Her tone was pure venom, though I was certain she was mostly concerned about how she was going to show her face at book club once word got around. How could you humiliate yourself like this? And to refuse responsibility—worse, blame it on Jude—it’s disgraceful! Jude is horrified, of course. Did you know he asked Clem to pull strings on your behalf? You’ve put him in a terrible position, and he is the only reason you’re still at Milford. You owe him an apology, George.

			“I knew he set you up,” Merri says, freeing me from the memory. “I mean, everyone was pretty upset. And freaked out. Because, at first glance, it did seem as though you’d gone full Blair Witch on us. But that’s not who you are, George. And there were plenty of us who were on your side. I tried to tell you that at the time, but you wouldn’t let anyone near you.”

			That’s not how I remember it, though after Dr. Woodcroft figuratively burned me at the stake in front of the whole school with her lecture damning my so-called “dangerous and unsavory occult practices” and forbidding students from pursuing romantic relationships that we “lacked the emotional maturity to navigate,” I suppose I had withdrawn. Whispers and wild rumors followed me everywhere. Anytime one little thing went wrong, people blamed me. Said I’d cursed them. As though all my power hadn’t been stripped away. It was infuriating and humiliating, and I couldn’t process the fact that Jude would be so cruel. Or allow it to go so far.

			“I thought you were all scared of me,” I tell Merri. “And upset that Woody had cracked down on everyone’s private business.”

			Merri snorts. “You are mildly intimidating at most. And I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but telling a bunch of teenagers living in close quarters that they’re not allowed to get involved with one another only heightens the appeal.” She turns serious again. “I was pissed that you abandoned the team, George. Soccer was your favorite thing, and you just stopped showing up. St. Augustine’s scored so high against us at the Intercol Cup final that year, we might as well have been playing netball. Which sucked, by the way,” she adds, giving me a sideways look. “But not as much as seeing you hide from us and this game that you love.”

			At the time, I’d been sunk so deep inside myself that I could hardly get out of bed let alone make it to soccer training.

			“My heart was broken; I was in pieces,” I tell Merri. “I couldn’t leave our room without somebody calling me a witch, and not in a good way.”

			Merri nods. “I know. But there have been a lot of games between then and now, George. You missed our whole eleventh-grade season. And it made me furious because every afternoon that you spent in your room instead of out here with us, it felt like you were giving Jude permission to run another fucking victory lap.”

			The truth of this hurts. I clench my jaw against the welling heat behind my eyes and pick at a hole in the gym mat beneath me. “Yeah, well, I’m here now, aren’t I?”

			“Does Lyssa know what happened between you and Jude?” Merri asks softly after a beat.

			I follow her gaze through the open door toward the Witch Hut and shake my head. “I told her we were together, but she wouldn’t hear the rest. She loves him. It’ll mess her up.”

			“More than his death already has?” Merri frowns. “I’ve seen her in class; she thinks she’s lost her happily ever after. You need to get through to her.”

			I don’t know that I have it in me to go another round with Lyssa, and I hate that Merri’s right.

			She reaches for my hand and gives it a squeeze. “I know you didn’t ask for this to be your story. It’s a shitty deal. But Lyssa’s still hurting because of the lies he let her believe. And hard as it must have been for you to come out here today, you’re not done, George. It’s not enough to save yourself.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 23
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				Lyssa

			
			The weather’s got worse since I returned to Milford. The sky is dark with rain that won’t fall, and the cold has a bitter edge. Jude isn’t speaking to me, but I’m sure he’s still here. He must be. His anger smolders beneath the stuffy heat of our classrooms and dorms, and the clouds are heavy with his silence. I sense that he’s punishing me for the fear I showed when he tried to take me at the bottom of the pool, and for putting distance between us. Being anything other than his.

			It doesn’t make sense. I should be the one who’s upset after finding out he and George were together. Knowing he kept their relationship a secret casts a shadow over my memories of us. But instead of hurt, I feel silly for not seeing it sooner and jealous of something that was finished before we began. He and George clearly wanted nothing to do with each other by the time he found me, and maybe if he’d met me sooner, they wouldn’t have been together at all. This must be why Jude didn’t tell me: He knew it was irrelevant, but that I’d be unreasonable about it. We were what mattered. I should have taken more care when I snuck out of the dorms to keep George from following me. And I shouldn’t have gotten myself sent home—away from him. I keep thinking over our last fight—the one we were having when he died—and how I’d pulled away from him then, too.

			Jude had wanted to come stay at Merton Bay over the fall break again, same as he had in summer. But I’d told him no. Said I’d be working shifts at the supermarket in Troubridge most days and studying the rest of the time; it was silly for him to come all that way when we’d hardly see each other. Not to mention that my mom hadn’t been much older than me when she got pregnant, and consequently, Nan was still uncomfortable with me and Jude sleeping under the same roof. All of that was true, but I’d also wanted to surf and spend time with my friends. And I knew if Jude came, he’d want me to himself.

			I hated lying to him. I didn’t want that to be who we were. So when he asked what shifts I was working, I’d given him a copy of my schedule, eager to prove that I really would be busy. Jude had FaceTimed at the end of every shift, and I took him on tours of Troubridge’s points of interest: the bakery, my old school, the salt pan behind the library, and the picnic ground with its wishing well and rocks painted to look like animals. We talked most evenings, too. And the nights we didn’t, he’d ask me to send him things: the view from my window. My sunset. My stars. So that we could still be close. It felt romantic: small moments, shared like kisses, until we could enjoy the real thing again.

			But then, the day before we were due back at Milford, I missed Jude’s call. We’d already spoken when I finished the morning shift at work, and I wasn’t expecting to hear from him again until much later, if at all. I’d told him I was planning to spend the afternoon studying, which was true, but then Kelso had dropped by and invited me for a surf. There’d been a good swell that day and we stayed out until the sun bled fire into the sea. By the time I thought to check my phone, I had six missed calls from Jude and a string of panicked text messages. My heart dropped to my stomach as I read them.

			Jude

			
				
					Lyssa?

				

			

			
				
					I tried to call. Is everything okay?

				

			

			
				
					I love you.

				

			

			
				
					Why aren’t you answering?

				

			

			
				
					Has something happened?

				

			

			
				
					I’m worried. Please pick up.

				

			

			
				
					Are you upset? Did I do something wrong? Whatever it is, we can talk about it.

				

			

			
				
					Please, Lys, just let me know you’re okay.

				

			

			My hands were shaking as I called him back. I felt guilty and sick at my carelessness. For letting him believe something terrible had happened when I was only out having fun.

			He picked up on the first ring.

			“Lyssa! Thank God. Are you all right?” His voice was frantic, broken.

			“I’m fine,” I assured him. “I’m so sorry, Jude. I didn’t mean to worry you.”

			“Where are you?”

			“I’m—I’m at the beach.”

			There was a pause on his end.

			“You said you’d be studying.”

			“I know—and I was,” I said, feeling like I’d set out to deceive him. “I just finished early.”

			“You should have told me.”

			I felt thrown by the sudden steeliness in his tone. It shouldn’t have mattered what I was doing. My phone could have been on silent while I was studying. We hadn’t planned a call and there was no reason for him to be so worried after only a few hours. Especially when cell service was patchy on his end and I often had trouble getting through to him. But trying to explain this would almost certainly make things worse. And he was only upset because he cared.

			“I’m sorry,” I repeated. “I didn’t think.”

			“Let me see you,” he said.

			I tapped my camera icon and my face appeared on the screen with the sun setting over the water behind me.

			“See,” I said, flashing him a smile. “No harm done. In fact, you’re just in time for golden hour. Get an eyeful of this.”

			I panned across the bay, showing him the sea dazzled gold and the sky flushing pink.

			“It’s stunning, Lys,” he said, all traces of his anger gone in an instant and his voice soft and smoky once more. “I wish I was there.”

			He was sitting on the ratty couch in the converted shed that served as his bedroom and music studio, and his dark hair and faded black T-shirt blended with the soundproofing foam on the wall behind him so that his eyes appeared brighter and greener than usual.

			“Why were you calling?” I asked.

			“What do you mean?” He seemed momentarily confused.

			“When you couldn’t get through,” I prompted. “Did you want to tell me something, or—”

			“I finished a new song,” he said, eyes glittering as he got up and crossed to his piano, propping his phone on the music stand to free his hands to play. “It’s for you—I thought you’d like to hear it.”

			I settled myself on a rock to listen, thrilled that I’d inspired him and feeling even more guilty that I’d missed his call. The song was sweet and full of yearning, and Jude had somehow managed to capture the sense of crashing waves in the melody, as though his thoughts had been with me in Merton Bay when he wrote it. And I loved watching him play: his eyes half closed in concentration and a slight, wistful smile on his lips as his fingers moved over the keys, giving himself wholly to the song.

			“What are you listening to, Lys?” Kelso called, making his way over. “Is Jude playing that?”

			Kelso was still toweling off his hair with one hand and dropped his other arm around my shoulder as he leaned in to see the screen.

			“Hey, mate! I didn’t know you were a musician.”

			Jude stopped playing, the song forgotten. “You’re with Kelso?”

			“Yeah, we were surfing,” I said.

			He shook his head and narrowed his eyes, just a little. “You didn’t mention that.”

			Because I knew he wouldn’t like it. I wanted to be open with Jude, but sometimes it was difficult. He’d insist he didn’t have a problem with me hanging out with my friends—of course he didn’t, that would be weird—but if he learned one of them had called me at school, he’d turn aloof like I’d done something wrong. And if I confronted him about it, he’d say he was just tired. Or that I was imagining it. He wasn’t punishing me. Though I knew, on some level, that he was.

			“You know, I play a bit of guitar myself,” Kelso said, ignoring the way Jude was looking at me. “Nothing flashy, just campfire stuff. But we should mess around with it, next time you’re down. The pub has an open mic night, and—”

			Jude cut him off with a thin smile. “Sounds fun, but I’m afraid I have to go.”

			“What? Why?” I asked.

			He shrugged. “We’ve got rabbits up on the ridge. I need to take care of them. And you’re clearly busy.”

			“I really am sorry about before,” I said softly, turning away from Kelso so he wouldn’t overhear. “I love you, Jude.”

			I wanted Jude to say it back. Reassure me. But he’d already ended the call.

			It was a stupid fight. A misunderstanding. And I’m sure—almost sure—we would have worked it out. I would have made it up to him. But it doesn’t change the fact that Jude died with his back to me.

			And now I’m scared that I’m losing him for good. That things are unraveling because I’m pulling away. Picking at old wounds instead of letting them scar over.

			I can’t let that happen.

			If I want Jude to come back, I need to show him that I’m loyal.

			That I’m his.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 24
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				George

			
			I stop by the phone bank in the Henley foyer after practice to check the message board. Mom gets testy if I ignore her calls for too long, and if I’m honest, I’m avoiding the moment when I have to head back upstairs. I know Merri’s right; if I want Jude gone, I have to get through to Lyssa. It won’t be easy. Telling her Jude and I were together was awful and Lyssa has been avoiding me since. But I think of the friendships I’ve lost and the opportunities I’ve missed while I’ve been hiding out in our room, and it gives me courage: Lyssa deserves to know who she’s shrinking her future for.

			She’s folding laundry on her bed when I get in.

			“Phone call,” I say, holding up the pink Post-it to read the message. “A Samuel Kelson the Third wishes to converse at your earliest convenience. It says you can reach him at the country house and that you have the number.” I raise an eyebrow. “Friend of yours?”

			“Yeah. From home.” Lyssa blushes as she accepts the note and tucks it in her pocket. “He likes to give me a hard time about how bougie this place is.”

			“I bet Jude loved that.” The words just slip out.

			Lyssa gives me a sharp look.

			Good job, brain; great start.

			“Sorry,” I say, kicking off my cleats to sit cross-legged on my bed. “But when we were together, he liked having me to himself.” I look down at my dirt-streaked socks. “It didn’t leave a lot of room for other friends.”

			Lyssa stops folding the sweater she’s holding.

			“Is that why you broke up?” she asks in a small voice. It makes me wonder if it was something they fought about.

			“Sort of.” Thunder rumbles a warning overhead, and I feel the steady pressure of a gaze levelled at the back of my neck through the wall behind me. But now that I’ve started talking, I force myself to keep going. “Honestly, I’m not sure that we ever should have been together.”

			“You mean you didn’t like each other that way?” Lyssa asks.

			I wince to hear the hope in her voice and shake my head.

			“If anything, we were too close.” I know it will hurt, but it feels important to be honest, even if it’s coming too late. “We had a few other friends in elementary and middle school, but none of them stuck. Mostly, it’d just been the two of us. And our relationship didn’t have a lot of boundaries.”

			“So what went wrong?” Lyssa asks.

			“Nothing—that was the problem.” I shrug and the sick feeling in my stomach intensifies. After our last conversation, I’m certain Lyssa’s only willing to hear me out in the hopes of finding proof that Jude’s love for me was a pale semblance of what he felt for her. “Being with Jude was an extension of our friendship,” I tell her carefully. “But it was also intense and all-consuming. We’d been so much a part of each other’s lives for so long that I didn’t know how to be without him. And that…wasn’t healthy. You’re not supposed to have your whole future planned at fifteen. I needed space to figure out who I was and if being with him was what I wanted or just what I knew.”

			“How did Jude feel about that?” Lyssa’s voice is barely a whisper, like she already knows the answer.

			I force myself to pull my gaze from my feet and look her directly in the eye. “He ruined my life, Lyssa.”

			

			—

			We were cooling our feet in the creek after school when I told Jude I wanted to take some space. I knew he’d be hurt, and it had taken me the better part of a week to work up the courage. But Jude was surprisingly good about it. At first. He was upset, of course, but assured me it was okay; he understood.

			Do what you need to do, he said, drawing me close one final time. Just promise you won’t make me wait too long.

			He was so certain, so sure of us, I almost felt silly for having to take the long way there. At first, I was lost without him, though that only confirmed we needed a break, and I tried to make the most of it. I spent time by myself and with my other friends, showing up for movie nights in the common room, studying with them in the library, and taking trips to the city on weekends. I had more energy for soccer and schoolwork, too. And without Jude stopping by practices and cheering me on at games, I felt less self-conscious. Less observed.

			Looking back now, I know Jude was only waiting for me to see that I’d made a mistake. He never had any intention of letting me go. And when he saw that I was starting to move on and might not come back, he took it upon himself to ensure that, so long as we were at Milford, I would only ever be his.

			“We’d been broken up a month when Jude pulled me aside after English,” I tell Lyssa.

			I remember the warm press of his hand on my arm and his eyes imploring as our classmates filed past us in the corridor. Can we talk? In private?

			He stood so close, the scent of pine needles on his clothes and his face full of yearning, and part of me still wanted to wrap my arms around him and tell him I’d made a terrible mistake.

			I don’t know, Jude. I’m not sure that’s a good idea.

			“He asked me to meet him in the common room at midnight,” I tell Lyssa.

			You’ll be surrounded by friends, he assured me. If you don’t like what I have to say, you can raise the alarm and have me expelled. Jude reached into his pocket and offered me a single plastic glow-in-the-dark star. Please, George, for old times’ sake.

			“I should have told him no.” I try for a rueful smile, but it comes out a grimace. “Now that we’d had some time apart, I’d started to see the flaws in our relationship. It was subtle things—hard to put into words. Like, he’d get sulky if I spent too long on my homework, or he’d find a reason to pick a fight when we won a soccer game.” I glance up at Lyssa. Her shoulders are tense and she’s biting her lip, and I’m almost certain she can relate. “Jude wanted my undivided attention,” I say, grabbing my pillow for something soft to hold. “And it made my world so small.”

			“But you agreed to meet him?” Lyssa prompts, refusing to acknowledge what I’ve told her.

			I nod. Of course I’d agreed. Because Jude was always tender—and more attentive—after an argument. So much so that it was almost worth the fight. And while I knew, deep down, that it would be a mistake to take him back, I still missed him. Still loved him.

			I’d worn my best pajamas that night and stopped by the bathroom on my way to the common room to brush my hair and put on a perfume that he liked, even as I promised myself nothing was going to happen. That I was in control. I cringe at the memory.

			“When I arrived at the common room, Jude wasn’t there,” I tell Lyssa. “But the fire was lit.”

			It was two hours since lights-out, and I’d been surprised when I pushed the door wide and saw the flames in the hearth.

			Jude?

			The air was scented with roses and rosemary. For love and remembrance. I’d smiled to myself, thinking he’d planned some sweet gesture to remind me what I’d been missing.

			But only the fire crackled in reply: golden and bright. As though recently lit.

			Jude, what is this? What’s going on? I whispered, stepping fully into the room.

			There was a lumpen shape flung across the grate. It looked like clothing, but it was already burning, making it hard to tell. I glanced around at the dark room, feeling uneasy. Had Jude done this? And why? Where was he? I couldn’t have been distracted for more than a second or two, but the thing hanging over the grate must have been doused in some kind of accelerant, because when I looked again, it was fully engulfed and the flames were beginning to lick at the carpet.

			Shit.

			Panic spiked in my chest.

			FIRE! I screamed, Jude momentarily forgotten. FIRE!

			“It was spreading across the floor,” I told Lyssa. “Growing out of control.”

			We kept an extinguisher by the door for this exact emergency, and we’d all been trained to use it. I kept screaming to get everyone’s attention as I wrestled it off the wall, pulled the pin, and pointed it at the flames. Most of the smoke was still drawing up the chimney but enough escaped into the corridor to trigger the fire alarm as I discharged the extinguisher.

			“Did you manage to put it out?” Lyssa asked.

			“Yes,” I say, feeling nauseous at the memory. “But the fire was only the start of it.”

			The chemical cloud left me doubled over and coughing while, out in the corridor beneath the blaring fire alarm, I heard doors opening and my dormmates demanding to know what was going on. Seeing the smoke, they ignored evacuation protocol, which didn’t bode well for a real emergency, and gravitated toward the common room. I was still holding the fire extinguisher, trying to catch my breath and process what had just happened, when our then–dorm supervisor, Ms. McCrea, pushed through the knot of girls crowding the doorway and switched on the light.

			George, what on earth…?

			Absurdly, I remember worrying that Jude might have been hiding somewhere in the room. And that he would get in trouble. But then one of the girls behind me said they thought they might be sick.

			And someone else screamed.

			“As the haze cleared, I saw Jude’s sweater smoking across the grate. It had been stuffed with pine cones to make it burn faster, and I didn’t understand what it was doing there,” I tell Lyssa, the horror and confusion of that night flooding back. “It was only later that I realized Jude had placed it with one sleeve nestled in the tinder and the other laid across the carpet so that the fire would spread quickly and there’d be no chance for me to hide what else he’d done before everybody saw.”

			“But you were his oldest friend,” Lyssa says, bewildered. “He wouldn’t set you up.”

			I give her a level look: There was a time when I’d thought so, too.

			“He made it appear like I’d been performing a spell,” I continue. “There were candles on saucers, forming a circle in the middle of the room and not yet lit. He’d scattered rose petals and pine needles between them, and there was this black, grisly-looking thing the size of a football lying in the middle of it all.”

			Inky feathers. A blind, beady eye. Something dark and wet pooled beneath.

			“It was a crow,” I tell Lyssa, tasting bile at the back of my throat. “A large one. Its chest broken open and its organs scooped out.” Jude had left them in a pile beside the bird, still wet and glistening. But I chose to spare Lyssa that particular detail. “The cavity had been filled with more rose petals and rosemary sprigs and a matted clump of dark hair. Jude had left his hairbrush, so I assume it was his hair.” I bury my face in the pillow I’m holding and shut my eyes against the memory. “It was awful,” I whisper. “There was no magic in it.”

			I’d been frozen in place, a mix of nausea and disbelief roiling inside me. I couldn’t reconcile that Jude had done something so hideous. So horrifying. To me. He didn’t want to get back together; he wanted to destroy me. My heart squeezed painfully in my chest, and I hadn’t been able to get enough air.

			Holy shit! Bea Grist pushed her way past me, knocking over one of the candles as she staggered toward the window. What the actual fuck is that?

			It didn’t seem possible this could get any worse. I turned with everyone else to where she was pointing, not wanting to see but needing to know. It was dark outside, but something wet-looking glinted on the glass reflecting the room’s light. Words spelled out in blood. The bird’s blood, I would later learn. Like something from a horror movie.

			Come away, Bea. Don’t look at it. Ms. McCrea put a firm hand on my shoulder, but her voice was choked with dismay and her nails dug painfully into my skin as she called for calm and instructed everyone to head for the fire exit.

			The whole school was evacuated to the sports fields. Even though there was no danger, we weren’t allowed back inside until a fire crew arrived and declared it safe. It felt like we were out there for hours, barefoot and freezing. Everyone gave me a wide berth, but I could hear my dormmates whispering. People calling me “witch” and craning to get a look at my sooty pajamas as the story spread. Jude was there, of course. Standing with Oscar, his roommate, looking as annoyed and rumpled as everyone else to find himself hauled out of bed. Later, Oscar would swear Jude never left their room. And Jude’s swipe card record for that night showed he’d been in his dorm since dinner. But right before Dr. Woodcroft ordered everyone back to bed and me to her office, he caught my eye and winked.

			“He made it look as though I was using witchcraft to try and win him back,” I tell Lyssa. “Everyone knew about our breakup, of course. But I hadn’t told anyone the details. And most people assumed he’d been the one to end things. Or else, he told them as much. It made sense, after all: He was more confident, more charismatic. Plus, he had that whole ‘brooding hero in a dark romantasy’ look nailed. I think a lot of people wondered what he’d been doing with me in the first place.” In my lowest moments with him, I’d asked myself the same question.

			“After the fire, the whole school took it as fact that I was obsessed with him. He was the victim. And every time I insisted that he’d set me up, I only made things worse.”

			Reliving that night leaves me feeling hollowed out. Like I’ve vomited up all the food in my stomach, but the virus is still inside me. Lyssa looks sick, too. As though I’ve destroyed everything she thought she could depend on.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” I say. “It’s hard to talk about, but it’s something you need to know.”

			She nods mutely.

			I don’t understand how she can have nothing to say. All along, I’d known Jude might do something equally awful to her, and I hadn’t warned her. She should be furious. She should feel something. I take in her too-thin, too-pale body. The dark shadows beneath her eyes and the bloodied quicks of her fingers. And I rub a hand over my face, feeling defeated. “You still don’t believe he’s capable of hurting anyone, do you?”

			Lyssa’s jaw goes tight, the sweatshirt she’d been folding still scrunched in her hands. “I believe it happened, George. But what makes you so sure it was him?”

			“Because of what he wrote on the common room window,” I tell her. My heart had stilled as the words settled into focus, and my hand goes to the scar on my chest as I repeat them to Lyssa. “Forever. And always.”
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				Lyssa

			
			Jude was promised to George. He wrote it in blood for everyone to see. My fairy tale. Her monster. My brain can’t process it. I don’t want to believe he was capable of such cruelty. For the first time since returning to Milford, my scar is prickling. Burning. And the whole time George is speaking, I’m gripping the sweater in my lap to keep from reaching up and clawing at the wound. Making myself bleed to draw Jude—my Jude—close so he can’t be taken from me.

			Because if Jude would go so far to hurt George, I don’t know what else he’s capable of. Or how much of our relationship was sincere. When he caught my eye that first day in assembly, did he see me, or did he see me sitting next to George? Did he make and deliver the map to our room to help me find my way, or so that George would know he had me in his dungeon? Things moved so fast between us—Jude sweeping me off my feet and whisking me away before I had a chance to form solid friendships at Milford. He loved to tell me how when we spoke in the garden that first day, he was sure his great-great-grandmother had planted those roses so that he could meet me there. That I shone for him. And I wanted so much for that to be true. To believe that, from the briefest of awkward encounters, Jude—charming, clever, mysterious Jude, who could have anything his heart desired—had seen something in me that no one else could. And that I alone could make him fall.

			By the time George finishes telling me what he did to her, I’m finding it difficult to breathe. Her words are a spell, conjuring an angry, hollow-hearted ghost between us. It starts as a shadow on the wall behind her. Its mouth is a deep fracture in the plaster, and its eyes are piercing chips of light reflected from the window where something has left spider-like cracks in the glass. I don’t want to see. Don’t want to know. But it gains definition as she speaks. Moving out from the wall to stand over me. Jude in his darkest mood. The air turns cold and heavy with his silence and the pain around my scar intensifies, searing under his gaze.

			“This isn’t real!” I cry, clutching my chest and knocking clean laundry to the floor as I rise unsteadily to my feet.

			My head spins and black spots eat at the edge of my vision. I need to get out. Get some air. The floor dips away from me when I try to walk and George appears at my side, catching me as I fall. I’m dimly aware of her asking whether I’m okay. If there’s something she can do to help. But Jude is there, too, an eyebrow arched in amusement and his mouth twisting toward a smile. I refuse to believe this cruel specter is him.

			“Get away from me!” I scream, pulling free of George and stumbling into the hall.

			It’s almost dinnertime. Someone is practicing violin behind a closed door, and I can hear the showers running in the bathroom as girls rinse off from sports practices, but the corridor is empty. I put a hand on the wall to steady myself, the other still clutching my chest, and start toward the stairs. It’s too early to risk going to the Witch Hut, and part of me is scared of what I’ll find there. The library feels safer. A place where I can think. I make it halfway to the stairs before I hear footsteps behind me.

			“Leave me alone, George,” I say without turning around.

			Thunder cracks and the lights flicker—the storm that’s been brewing preparing to break—and that same cutting chill I felt in our room settles over me.

			My heart warns: Don’t look! Don’t look! But I do. The monster—the thing—that cannot be my Jude is standing outside our room staring at me.

			“You’re not real,” I whisper. “You’re not him.”

			I squeeze my eyes shut, sure that when I open them, he’ll be  gone.

			Instead, he’s standing two doors closer. And his gaze is hard and mean. I want him back, but not like this.

			I shake my head, edging away, and turn for the stairs. Everything is spinning and the walls tilt like I’m in a fun house as I zigzag from one side of the corridor to the other, fighting to keep my balance when the pain in my heart has me bent double. I don’t stop running until I’m downstairs. Outside.

			

			—

			The force of the wind startles me back to myself as I stumble into the evening. The security lights are on, illuminating the paths, but massing clouds have quickened the dark and the air feels heavy and charged. I don’t dare look back to see whether the-thing-that-can’t-be-Jude is following me as I head for the library. My heart is on fire and my thoughts are a mess. Everything is upside-down.

			Fatima’s coming out of the library as I’m going in. My head feels swimmy, and a violent gust of wind sends me stumbling into  her.

			“Hey, watch it!” She catches me by the arm, steadying us both. “Shit, Lyssa.” Her expression shifts from disapproval to concern. “Are you okay?”

			I catch sight of my reflection in the glass door as it closes behind her. My eyes are frantic, my mouth twisted in a grimace.

			And the-thing-that-can’t-be-Jude is standing behind me. I don’t understand how Fatima can’t see him.

			“I’m fine,” I say, ducking my head as I push past her. “Everything’s fine.”

			I need to get this thing away from me and bring my Jude—the real Jude—back. Because this isn’t who he is. He would not have done that to George. And I cannot lose him this way.

			Inside, I cast around in a panic, seeking somewhere safe. The library’s one of the newer buildings, spread over two levels—fiction on the ground floor and reference books above—with sandstone interior walls, breakout spaces between the stacks, and curtained-off “cocoons” for reading and quiet study. A few of these are occupied, their curtains drawn across. A group of tenth graders lounge on beanbags by the gas fire in a corner known as the Nook and the D&D club are mid-campaign at one of the big study tables. The sound of rolling dice rumbles overloud in my ears, drowning their combat cries and laughter.

			The stacks appear to sway around me, and I grasp at the books to steady myself. I feel dizzy. Seasick. Lightning flashes outside the windows, illuminating the rose garden. The bushes, pruned for winter, are gnarled and twisted. Clawed arms reaching from dark earth. And standing at their center, with his gaze fixed and unblinking on me, is the monster. Not my Jude.

			I can’t allow him to reach me. I won’t survive it. Desperate, I snatch up a pair of scissors from a pencil case that someone’s left on one of the study tables while they’ve run to the bathroom. It’s not much of a weapon—probably ineffective on ghosts, or my imagination, or whatever it is I’m seeing—but it feels good to have something solid and sharp in my hand. Lightning strikes again, flashing through the room and taking out the power. Other students in the library cry out as darkness pools in. Eerie and absolute. I can’t even see the windows. The churning feeling in my stomach intensifies and the dark revolves around me as I grope my way into the nearest of the empty study cocoons.

			Out on the main floor, Mr. Habel instructs everyone to use the glowing exit signs to calmly make their way outside and go back to their dorms for head count. I draw the curtain so he won’t see me, and stay where I am. I can’t go back. Can’t see a way forward either. So I curl myself small with the scissors still clutched in my hand.

			A terrible silence settles over the library. All the other students are gone. And for a few moments, everything is still. So still that I hear the distant click of the library door softly open and close again.

			Leave me alone! Leave me alone! I whisper, over and over, as though the words are a spell that can keep me safe.

			But I break off with a sob as the curtain pulls back. The movement of the fabric disturbs the air, sending an icy chill through the cocoon as the-thing-that-isn’t-my-Jude joins me in the dark.

			I sense him looking at me and squeeze my eyes shut, like a little kid trying to disappear a problem by pretending it doesn’t exist.

			Lyssa.

			My name is a yearning breath against my neck and a hand reaches out to stroke my hair. Fresh tears wet my lashes, and when I open my eyes, Jude—my Jude—is with me. His face flickers in the dark as though lit by firelight, and his expression is soft with concern as he tucks my hair behind my ear and wipes a tear from my cheek.

			I’ve got you. I won’t let go.

			Words echoing from deep underwater in a dream.

			I shouldn’t still want this. Shouldn’t trust it. But he’s already gathering me up, cradling me close. The scissors are sharp in my hand and his words are imploring in my ear.

			Let me in.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 26
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				George

			
			Telling Lyssa what Jude did was painful. My words hang around me after she leaves. Poisoning the air and making it difficult to breathe. For almost two years this room has been my refuge. And on any other night, I would pick up my Switch and disappear into a colorful, cartoonish world where nothing real can follow. But it felt good practicing penalty shootouts with Merri this afternoon and getting my ass handed to me by the other girls—to be part of a team again. While I’m not sure that I’ll ever fully move past what Jude did to me, I’m done hiding from it. And done being alone.

			I’m still in my soccer uniform and in need of a shower but the power keeps cutting in and out so I decide it can wait. Instead, I gather my laptop and the books I need for tonight’s homework and head to the common room. Shiv’s got the fire lit and the room is full and noisy, everyone gathering close as the weather turns. There’s no rain yet, but through the windows I see the wind is in a fury, shaking the pines that have stood for a hundred years. I scout around for an empty place to sit, but there’s only the odd empty chair at otherwise-occupied tables. My stomach dips, but I force myself to ignore it and make my way to the back of the room where Merri, Mia, and Verity are huddled together.

			“Mind if I, uh, join you?” I say, hugging my laptop to my chest like a shield.

			Mia and Verity look as though they mind very much, but Merri kicks out a chair for me.

			“Make yourself at home. We’re working on our strategy for next week’s game against Saints.”

			I see they’re using an app on Merri’s tablet to map out potential plays.

			“One of their strikers is absolutely lethal,” Merri warns me, pointing to one of the circles representing players on the screen. “Once she has control of the ball, she won’t give it up until she has a shot at goal, and her aim is Olympic. You’re going to want to put in extra training hours. I can work with you on the weekend, but you should ask some of the other girls if they can run drills with you after school.”

			The thought of asking my teammates for help and spending one-on-one time with them makes me anxious, and I can’t imagine they’d be thrilled about it either. But I suppose I could try. “Sure. Okay,” I say.

			“Ow!” Verity grimaces and rubs her leg beneath the table as though she’s just taken a shoe to the shin. She narrows her eyes at Merri. “Fine. I can do Thursday.”

			“Not me,” Mia says. “I’m swamped with homework this whole week.”

			Merri raises an eyebrow.

			“Except Friday!” Mia adds quickly. “Before school?”

			It’s clear Merri’s primed them for this. Possibly with threats of keeping them benched unless they volunteer. And while I can’t imagine us swapping friendship bracelets anytime soon, they’re also not actively shunning me. It feels like progress.

			I start to thank them but am cut off when Dr. Woodcroft’s voice comes over the PA system, informing us that the Bureau of Meteorology has put out a severe-weather warning for the Adelaide Hills region, and power outages are expected. We’re not to panic, but as a precaution, evening activities are cancelled and the library, pool, gym, and dining hall are closing early. The kitchen is sending sandwiches to the dorms and all students are to make their way directly to their common rooms and check in with their dorm supervisors.

			This happens sometimes in winter—wind and lightning bring down branches on the power lines—and no one wants to be caught unprepared in the dark. Shiv snaps into Dorm Captain mode, passing around flashlights from the emergency-supplies closet and sending Ayla and Fatima downstairs for extra firewood as the remaining girls from our year begin to file in and others duck back to their rooms for blankets and pillows, as though we’re setting up for a sleepover. There’s a scrabble to form a line at the microwave and kettle to make popcorn and hot drinks while we still can, and a fight breaks out over the TV remote as Shiv insists the girls watching Selling Sunset switch to the weather. It’s settled a moment later when the power cuts out and those who weren’t expecting it so soon give a startled shriek.

			“Flashlights on! Do not panic!” Ms. Fennec calls from out in the hall.

			She comes in carrying a large tray of sandwiches, wraps, and muffins and tells us to grab some food and get our names checked off.

			I should be ravenous after soccer, and I help myself to a wrap. But I find it difficult to eat. Lyssa was upset when she left our room. Even if she didn’t believe me, what I told her still hit hard, and I’m worried that she isn’t back yet. My eyes flick to the door every time it opens, and with each minute that passes without her showing up, the uneasy feeling in my stomach intensifies. Ms. Fennec is becoming concerned, too.

			“All righty, listen up,” she says, clapping her hands to get the room’s attention. “We’re still missing three girls: Zinzi, Harlow, and Lyssa.”

			Zinzi chooses that moment to poke her head around the door. “Harlow and I are studying in her room—we have a group assignment. Can we stay there?”

			She and Harlow also started dating this term and are almost certainly not studying.

			Ms. Fennec cuts her a level look through the semi-dark. “You may not. Get your things; I want you both in here in the next two minutes. That leaves Lyssa. Has anyone seen her?”

			“She was heading into the library as I was leaving,” Fatima says. “She seemed sort of stressed. Maybe she figured it’d be quieter there than here if she needed to concentrate on homework?”

			Ms. Fennec frowns. “The library is closed. Mr. Habel wouldn’t let people stay there unsupervised; it isn’t safe. Is there anywhere else she might be?”

			I think of the Witch Hut and wonder if she would risk trying to make it out there without a flashlight in this weather. Or if she somehow managed to stay in the library without Mr. Habel noticing and is still there in the dark, alone with her thoughts.

			“I’ll go look for her,” I say.

			Ms. Fennec shakes her head, torn. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea; the storm’s getting worse. But she should be back by now.”

			“She’s been pretty wiped lately. She could have fallen asleep in one of the study cocoons. Mr. Habel might not have even known she was there.” I don’t believe this, and I’m worried what she might be up to. But I’m also the only one who sort of understands what she’s going through, and Merri’s words from earlier echo back: It’s not enough to save yourself. “I’m her roommate—her Buddy,” I tell Ms. Fennec. “I’ll find her.”

			Ms. Fennec chews her lip and stares at the door, as though willing Lyssa to appear. But when another minute passes and there’s still no sign of her, she sighs and offers me her lanyard with her master key.

			“Mr. Habel will have locked the library. You’ll need this to get in. And take a flashlight,” she says, offering me one from the closest table. “If she’s not in the library, come straight back here, and I’ll get the maintenance crew to start a proper search. There are trees coming down and debris flying about; it’s not safe to be outside. If you’re not back in fifteen minutes, I’ll send a search party after you, too. Understood?”

			“Fifteen minutes,” I agree, accepting the flashlight. And on my mental dashboard, I bring up my campus map and select my battle armor.
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				Lyssa

			
			Jude is with me, but it doesn’t feel right. He holds me so close, it’s difficult to breathe. We are in the library.

			
				Spooned together in the Witch Hut.

				Beneath the trees.

			

			The scene won’t settle. Jude whispers my name between kisses and my mouth is furred with the taste of rotten berries. His hair is made of feathers, his lips wine dark and sticky with port. Or blood.

			“Night-Light” plays, filling the air around us, but the piano is out of tune.

			I have the sick, sad feeling that I’ve done something wrong. A feeling I’ve had too often with him. And the fog is closing in.

			It’s too dark.

			Too cold.

			I want him to bring back the light. Be my sun again.

			But there is only the distant flicker of firelight, and woodsmoke mixing with the cloying scent of roses past their bloom.

			There are no good memories here.
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				George

			
			The cozy, slumber-party mood of the common room vanishes as soon as I step into the corridor. Pretending I’m Ayr in Zephyr Quest to give me courage, I cast Luminance and my flashlight cuts a thin path through the dark, though I still can’t see more than a few feet ahead. Lightning flares through an open dorm room at my back, and thunder growls, low and ominous, rattling the windows. I refuse to turn around. I don’t need to see what might be there. But I quicken my pace as I head down the fire stairs. The exit lands me closer to the library than the one in the foyer, and when I push the door open against the wind, I see the sports fields are empty in the dark beyond the amber glow of security lights, which remain lit thanks to the emergency generator.

			I turn for the library, praying Lyssa isn’t out there. The temperature’s dropped so low the air feels brittle, and the wind sends gritty gusts of twigs and leaves across my flashlight beam as I fight to keep it aimed on the library doors ahead. Beyond the glass, the library foyer appears eerie and still as a crypt. I don’t want Lyssa to be in there, yet somehow it seems the best-case scenario. So long as she hasn’t gone into the Wilds.

			The doors are locked when I reach them, as Ms. Fennec said they would be, and I take a moment to gather my courage before using her key to let myself in. Aside from the green exit light overhead, everything is lost in the gloom.

			I take one cautious step inside, then another. The wind slams the door at my back, making me jump, but the silence that settles in its wake is worse. I sweep my flashlight across the empty foyer, lighting up the information desk, checkout kiosks, and the new-releases display.

			“Lyssa?” I call, my voice tentative. I try again, louder this time. “Hey, Lyssa, are you in here?”

			I take a few more steps, past the information desk to the edge of the main floor, and scan the flashlight beam across the stacks and along the upstairs gallery. I’m used to seeing the library when the lights are on and the space is full of people. The dark renders everything uncanny, but there doesn’t appear to be anyone here. Even if Lyssa somehow missed Dr. Woodcroft’s announcement, it seems impossible she could have gone on with whatever she was doing, unaware, while Mr. Habel herded everyone out. And if she was still here, she would answer, wouldn’t she? She must be somewhere else. It’s possible I just missed her and she’s already back in the common room.

			“LYSSA!” I yell, loud enough that she’d be able to hear me on either of the library’s two floors. “Ms. Fennec’s worried. You need to come back to the dorm.”

			My words are swallowed by the stacks unanswered. There seems little point in creeping myself out searching every nook and cranny and risking getting stuck here alone if the storm gets worse. I’m about to turn for the door when sheet lightning flashes against the floor-to-ceiling windows that run along one wall. In the second that the library flares with monochromatic light, I see…movement. A pale shape on the floor, like an out-flung arm, partially obscured by the stack closest to the cocoons on the wall opposite the windows.

			My heart clenches tight and I aim my beam at the place. There’s definitely something there: cream colored and moving feebly. From this angle, it looks like a reaching hand, but I’ve got my fear goggles on, and I need to get closer to be sure.

			“Lyssa? Is that you?”

			There’s still no reply and I command myself to walk toward the thing on the floor so I can get a clear view of what it is.

			My heart sinks in relief as I approach.

			It’s a book. Lying face up and open, its pages lifting in a draft that whispers beneath the stacks. As I get closer, I see it’s just one among a dozen or so scattered across the carpet. They appear to have been pulled at random from the shelves, as though someone had been desperately seeking something to hold on to. I push the thought away. Whatever happened, Mr. Habel would be pissed to see the books treated this way, and I crouch down, setting my flashlight on the floor beside me, to gather them into a pile for reshelving. As I work, I realize I’m shivering. Which makes no sense. Sure, it was bitter outside, and I’m only in my soccer uniform, but the library’s always cozy. There’s a gas fire in the Nook, as well as the main heating system, and on a day as cold as this, they both would have been running for hours before the power cut out. It should still be warm in here. But my breath blooms white across the flashlight beam and unease walks chill fingers down my spine.

			Something. Isn’t. Right.

			I set the pile of books on the shelf and rise slowly, gripping the flashlight. This time I don’t call out. There’s a theory forming in my brain and I don’t like it. The wind slamming the door at my back, shutting me in; the books fallen just within my line of sight to lure me onto the library’s main floor; the cold; the dark—it feels…engineered. Like one of Jude’s D&D dungeons. Dungeons I taught him to make. If I’m right, there’ll be another clue, just at the edge of where my flashlight can reach, leading me toward whatever is waiting for me. My hand trembles as I run my eye along the row of curtained cocoons, following the beam. Most were left open when the library emptied out, but at the far end of the row, one curtain remains drawn. And there’s something dark spotting the carpet beneath.

			My mouth feels dry, but on my mental dashboard my Main Quest icon is blinking, compelling me on. Find Lyssa!

			I force myself to walk toward the cocoon, my heart screaming with every step.

			When I reach it, I see that the spots on the carpet are wet and reddish. Recently made. But there’s no movement or sound coming from within.

			“Lyssa?” I whisper.

			The curtain ripples as I lift my hand toward it, but it might just be a draft.

			Please, God, let it be a draft.

			Before I can second-guess myself, I take firm hold of the curtain and yank it back.

			The cocoon is empty.

			Or, almost empty. On the floor in the center of the space there’s more of the dark substance. It looks like blackberry juice.

			My stomach clenches; I really want it to be blackberry juice.

			Same as I want to believe that there’s nothing to be afraid of here; I’m just spooking myself on a dark and stormy night. Making connections that aren’t really there. Maybe Lyssa was here. Maybe she got a bad paper cut—a really bad paper cut—or got hurt some other way and went to the infirmary. Maybe that’s where she is now. Or maybe it was left by another student and she was never here at all.

			But just as I’m turning to leave, a soft cracking sound reverberates from somewhere near the study tables, deep in the library’s dark. I listen, heart thudding, and the sound comes again: the unmistakable crack-rattle of resin on wood.

			After a pause, it happens again.

			And again.

			As though someone is rolling a die.

			I turn toward the sound, my hand shaking as I guide the flashlight beam slowly across the study tables.

			Lyssa is sitting at the largest table where the D&D crew meets. She’s facing away from me, her long auburn hair curling loose over her shoulders and her head hanging low.

			“Lyssa, it’s George,” I say, taking a cautious step toward her. “What are you doing here?”

			In reply, she lifts her right hand, which is sticky with blood, and rolls a die. A black D20 with gold numbers. I recognize it from Jude’s custom set. He treated those dice as sacred objects and was superstitious about letting other people handle them.

			“Where did you get that?” I whisper. And then, realizing there are far more important things at stake, I say, “Everyone’s worried. Are you okay? Are—are you hurt?”

			Lyssa continues to roll the die and gives no sign that she’s heard me.

			I keep the flashlight trained on her and slowly make my way closer, walking a wide circle around the table to take the seat opposite her, so we’re facing each other. Then I lay the flashlight between us.

			“Lyssa,” I try gently.

			Her head is down so I can’t see her face. And when she still doesn’t acknowledge me, I reach across the table to place my hand over hers and stop her rolling the die.

			“Lyssa, look at me.”

			Her skin is chill to the touch and tacky with blood. For a moment she remains still. Then slowly, slowly, she lifts her head.

			As her hair falls away, my heart contracts, and I pull back my hand. The top buttons of her school shirt have been torn open and blood has soaked through the white fabric, so that it sticks against her skin. But it’s her face that frightens me. Her features are all wrong, arranged in an expression that isn’t her own.

			“No,” I whisper.

			I thought telling her the truth would help her break free.

			Lyssa draws her lips into a smile and her gray eyes flash green.

			“Hey there, Georgy Girl.”

			It’s her voice, but it’s also Jude’s. Like he’s speaking through her.

			I shake my head as horror swells within me. “…You’re dead. He’s dead,” I correct myself. “You shouldn’t be doing this. It isn’t safe.”

			Lyssa smiles wider.

			“Stop that!” I say.

			“Stop that!” she mimics, just as Jude liked to do when we were kids and I was annoyed.

			“This isn’t funny.”

			“This isn’t funny.”

			I’m so scared I want to slap Jude’s smile off her face. But I don’t know if what I’m seeing is a desperate and maybe even unconscious attempt on her part to keep Jude with her. Or if it’s really him. Either way, Lyssa is in danger, and I need to get her out of here.

			“Listen to me, Lyssa,” I say, calm as I can manage. “You’re bleeding and the storm’s getting worse. We need to get back to Henley House before we end up stuck here for the night, okay?”

			She tilts her head to the side, regarding me, and with the flashlight throwing strange shadows and my heart beating quick, she looks so much like Jude.

			“I’ve missed you, Georgy Girl.” Her voice is smoke. A fire burning low.

			Moving unsteadily, and without breaking eye contact, she extends her bloody hand toward me. I flinch back, thinking she means to touch me. I don’t want to be scared of her, but I don’t believe this is her.

			Her mouth twitches, like she relishes my fear. Her hand hovers before me for a beat, then drops the die between us.

			“Roll for initiative.”

			My unease deepens. Roll for initiative is what the DM says when D&D players enter an encounter. It’s how they establish the order in which their characters will take turns in combat. And it’s a warning to ready their weapons. But I’m almost certain Lyssa doesn’t know this.

			“No,” I say firmly. “Lyssa, we need to leave. Now.”

			As if to punctuate my meaning, another sheet of lightning flashes against the windows. And for a split second, with the room lit up, it’s Jude who’s sitting across from me. His black hair hangs loose to his shoulders, and he’s smiling like he wants to kiss me. To devour me whole.

			Lyssa returns with the dark, but Jude’s expression remains.

			I swallow my horror. “Let her go.”

			“Play me for her.” His words are all wrong on her lips.

			“She’s not a prize. You’re not a prize, Lyssa,” I say, trying to reach her.

			Lyssa-Who-Might-Be-Jude goes on staring at me, and it’s not just that she’s mimicking him so closely that’s unsettling. She also hasn’t blinked.

			“Roll. For. Initiative.”

			I don’t want to do this. I’m done playing Jude’s games. But I can’t leave Lyssa here, and Jude isn’t going to let her go without a fight.

			The die feels heavy in my hand. I need to get ahead of this. Roll the higher number.

			“Seven.”

			Shit.

			Jude leers at me, gleeful. If he rolls between eight and twenty, he’ll take the first turn.

			But when the die lands, his expression falls.

			“Three.”

			My move.

			I take a deep breath and pretend it’s just me and Jude. Alone, for the first time since he broke my world apart.

			“I don’t want to fight you, Jude,” I tell him quietly. “I know I hurt you, and I’m sorry for that. But I didn’t deserve what you did.”

			As I speak, I realize these are the words I’ve been needing to say to Jude since the night of the common room fire.

			“You were my best friend. I trusted you.” I swipe my eyes with the heel of my hand. “How could you do that to me?”

			It’s the question I keep coming back to. The piece of the puzzle I could never figure out.

			He goes on staring at me through Lyssa’s eyes, and her mouth droops in a frown. As though I’ve disappointed him. As though the answer should be obvious.

			“I did it,” he says, voice low and dangerous, “because you promised you’d be mine. Forever. And always.”

			Thunder booms directly overhead, and I startle. When I look back at Lyssa, she’s on her feet, and Jude is glaring down at me. He’s holding her body erect, shoulders squared, and spine stretched long so that she appears taller. Broader. Nothing like herself.

			“No,” I say, trying to keep the fear from my voice. “I promised I would forever and always be there for you, Jude. But I don’t belong to anyone. And neither does Lyssa. Let her go.”

			He’s still staring at me, still not blinking. “Let me in.”

			My heart is a stone in my throat, but I shake my head.

			Jude raises Lyssa’s left hand. Metal glints in the flashlight. Scissors. Small and sharp, their point level with my heart in the flat of Lyssa’s palm.

			“I’ll let her go if you let me in.”

			I swallow hard. I want to help Lyssa, but I won’t sacrifice myself to him. “You can’t have either of us, Jude.”

			Lyssa’s right hand slams against the table, making me jump. Jude’s gaze is hard and hungry as he jerks her left knee onto the table, and I have just enough time to grab the flashlight before her left hand comes down, fingers curling around the scissors as Jude hauls her up to crawl across the table toward me. Each movement is heavy and awkward, as though he doesn’t quite fit beneath her skin and is struggling to maintain control.

			I want to run. Get out of the library and far away from whatever the hell this is. But I can’t leave Lyssa alone with him. Either I need to get her out with me, or we need to survive long enough for help to find us.

			I keep moving backward, feeling behind me to keep from falling, and holding the flashlight steady on Lyssa so I don’t lose sight of her.

			Terror twists through me as Jude uses the chair I was sitting in a moment before to drag her down from the table. Then he raises Lyssa’s left arm toward me and uncurls her fingers to offer me the scissors a second time as he pulls her up to stand.

			Inside, I’m quaking, but I keep my voice firm. “I said no. We’re done.”

			Jude tugs up one side of Lyssa’s mouth in a lopsided smile, like he knows me better than that, and begins to walk toward me, palm extended in offering.

			Fuck. I can’t hurt Lyssa, but I need a way to defend myself, and thinking quickly, I raise the flashlight beam level with her eyes to hold her back, expecting the light to blind her. But instead of Lyssa wincing or throwing up an arm to block the beam, her eyelids flutter and her eyes roll up to reveal their whites as she continues walking toward me. It’s at this point that I realize I’ve severely underestimated the situation.

			Beaming a silent apology to Mr. Habel, I use my free hand to start knocking books from the shelves. I don’t expect them to stop Jude, but I’m hoping they might slow him down or trip him up as he stalks me through the stacks. It’s no use. He walks Lyssa right over them, spines buckling beneath her feet, as he keeps the whites of her eyes trained on me. There’s another flash of lightning, this one bright as day. Bringing Jude closer. Just me and him. Instead of the scissors, he’s offering me blackberries and rose petals, his eyes full of longing.

			Please, George.

			A sob breaks from my throat—new terror rising. Because I don’t know if this is really him, or if Lyssa and I are somehow manifesting this vision. After all, there has long been proof of hauntings, but never hard evidence of ghosts. And I think it might be worse if he is something within us. If we are so broken by the loss of him that we would do this to ourselves.

			“It’s too late, Jude,” I say, speaking to us as much as to him. “I’m sorry you died. I’m sorry that’s your story. But if you ever cared about us, you’d want us to keep living. To carry your memory, rather than become ambered within it. You’d let us go.”

			I’m still backing away while I’m speaking. Still terrified of the scissors glinting in Lyssa’s outstretched hand and of the small part of me that, even now, wants to reach for them. To open my heart and let Jude in.

			But then I think of how good, how freeing, it felt to be back in goal this afternoon, and how much more I might be capable of once I’m rid of him.

			With my next step, I feel the rough press of sandstone against my shoulder blades. We’re at the Nook. And Jude has me backed into a corner. He wraps Lyssa’s fingers around the scissors, gripping them tight and dagger-like, as he steps close. The point presses sharp against my skin through my soccer jersey and my heart rabbits beneath as Lyssa’s cheek brushes against mine and Jude brings her lips to my ear.

			“I will never let you go.”

			“And that’s why you don’t deserve us, Jude!” I say, shoving the flashlight hard against Lyssa’s chest and pushing him away.

			Lyssa stumbles, thrown off balance. Her eyes roll back so that she’s looking at me, and just for a flash, I swear I see her, not him.

			“Lyssa!” I cry, trying to hold her attention.

			She blinks at me, confused.

			“Stay with me, okay?” I take a step toward her, hands raised so she can see they’re empty. “I’m not going to hurt you. I need your help.”

			Lyssa flinches away like a frightened animal, lost and uncertain. “This isn’t…” Her gaze drops to the bloody scissors still clutched in her fist, and her other hand flutters over the wound on her chest. “He promised to take me away if I let him in.”

			My heart clenches with pity. “When it comes to Jude’s promises, it pays to check the fine print.”

			She appears to consider this, and I think—maybe—I’m getting through to her. Maybe she sees how fucked up this is.

			“Lyssa, I know you don’t want this,” I tell her. “But you called him here, so it has to be you who sends him away. It’s your choice. Your move. You need to cast him out!”

			I see the struggle in her eyes.

			“Give me the scissors,” I say, calm as I can manage.

			She hesitates, her eyes on their sharp point and her expression miserable. Then she loosens her grip, just a little.

			I set down the flashlight and approach her carefully, my legs jellied with fear. “I’m going to take them, okay?”

			A sob hitches in her throat, but she nods, and I reach out to close a hand around her wrist and gently prize her fingers open.

			With the flashlight on the floor behind me, all I can see clearly are her eyes, shining with tears, and the glint of her teeth biting hard against her lip. It’s scary being this close to her, not knowing what she’s thinking or whether Jude is with her, but I push my doubts aside and grab the scissors.

			Lyssa makes an anguished sound somewhere between a cry and a howl as I fling the scissors away from us into the stacks. Relief floods through me as I retrieve the flashlight, and when I turn back to Lyssa, she’s sunk to the floor.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispers, her voice trembling as she wraps her arms around her knees, holding herself together. “I’m so sorry, George.”

			“It’s okay,” I say, crouching beside her and reaching out a tentative hand to rub her back. “You’re okay. We just need to get you back to the dorms.”

			She shakes her head as she turns to look at me. Her eyes are raw and bloodshot, her cheeks wet.

			“Losing him hurt so much…I can’t,” she stammers, pressing a hand over her heart as though in physical pain. “I—I can’t keep him out.”

			I watch in horror as she begins scratching at her chest, digging her nails into the open cut to draw fresh blood.

			“You can,” I insist, trying to pull her hand away. “Don’t let him control you, Lyssa.”

			But her face is changing again, twisting toward a menacing smile.

			“You lose, Georgy Girl.”

			Jude lunges toward me and I scuttle back, but I’m too slow. He lands on top of me, pinning me to the carpet. Much as I don’t want to hurt Lyssa, I’m out of options. With my free hand, I grab a fistful of her hair and pull. Hard. Jude roars, rearing back in shock and pain and I seize the advantage, swinging at him with the flashlight. But from the floor I can’t get my arm back to put much force behind the movement, and Jude has Lyssa’s knees clamped against my ribs, making it hard to breathe. He easily blocks the blow, knocking the flashlight from my grip and sending it rolling across the carpet toward the new-releases display. It hits the stand’s leg with such force and at just the right angle to bump the switch and plunge us into total darkness.

			Shit. Oh shit.

			I struggle against Jude’s grip, fighting with elbows and knees to push him off. But Lyssa’s body is larger than mine. And Jude is so much stronger. He clamps her hands around my neck and begins to squeeze.

			“No!” I choke out, clawing at her fingers, which only makes Jude tighten his grip.

			Strength drains from my limbs as I fight to get air into my lungs. But I can’t breathe. My head spins and my heart booms, trying to get what little oxygen is left in my blood to my brain.

			A deeper blackness steals across my vision, my senses shutting down. But then, just as I start to slip away, the pressure on my neck releases and I feel the gentle brush of fingertips against my cheek.

			“She’s mine.”

			Air rasps in my throat, and I suck it in, touching my fingers to the tender skin of my neck. He’s gone. He’s gone. I sob with relief. But where did he go? He still has Lyssa. This isn’t over yet. Fresh panic threatens to shut me down, but I can’t let it. I crawl in the direction I saw the flashlight roll, feeling blindly with my hands and trying not to think about where Jude might be. What he has planned. My palm slaps against something soft and fleshy, and I flinch away, biting back a scream, before I realize that it’s only one of the Nook’s leather beanbags. But I can picture Jude, crouched just out of reach, watching me in the dark. And I can feel his eyes on me, making my skin crawl.

			I sob with relief when I hit the new-releases stand, and wedge my arm beneath, feeling for the flashlight. I sweep the whole length of the display, but it isn’t there.

			I still can’t hear any rain outside, but the air feels electric. Lightning flashes and thunder claps, louder than before—the storm directly overhead. I startle at the sound, banging my arm against the display’s metal base. But as the Nook flares bright, I spy the flashlight rolled just wide of the new-releases stand. I hiccup in triumph and grope my way toward it. My hand closes around the plastic grip and I switch it on and cast the beam cautiously around me.

			“Lyssa?”

			The Nook is empty, and I stagger to my feet.

			“LYSSA!”

			I head back toward the study tables, shining my flashlight between the stacks. This time, I do check every nook. Every cranny. And all the while I’m tensing for Jude to jump out at me. Creep up on me. But the library is empty. As though Lyssa was never here.

			She’s mine.

			Jude’s words echo in my head.

			But I almost had her.

			I thought we’d won.

			And that, I realize, was a rookie mistake. Because the boss fight at the end of a game isn’t really the final dungeon. It’s a trick. A resource sink. You throw everything you have at it, and just when you think you’ve defeated the Big Bad with weapons in reserve and time left on the clock, it comes back. Bigger. Stronger. Meaner.

			And I know where Jude has taken Lyssa.
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				Lyssa

			
			Everything is upside-down.

			In fragments.

			George is with me.

			Her voice pulling me from the dark.

			Then gone

			again.

			Jude  me.

			holds

			But

			it hurts.

			I don’t want this.

			And I can’t cast him out.

			I just want it

			to end.
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				George

			
			Thunder rumbles overhead and the wind beats me back in icy gusts as I run from the library toward the sports fields. Electricity sings on my back teeth, but it still hasn’t rained, and the bare branches of Daphne Milford’s plane trees and white cedars creak overhead, brittle with drought. The lights are still off in the dorms and I’m almost certain no one will be able to hear me over the storm, but it’s worth a try.

			“HELP!” I scream “SOMEBODY, HELP!”

			My words are snatched away, muffled by the night, and I hesitate at the edge of the grass by Henley’s fire door, wondering if it would be better to run back upstairs to get Ms. Fennec or to go after Lyssa on my own. I know getting an adult is the Right Thing To Do, but I’m worried the time it will take to get back to the common room and convince Ms. Fennec that Lyssa is in danger is time Lyssa doesn’t have. And I’m not confident Ms. Fennec is equipped to handle Jude.

			My flashlight swings in wild arcs at my side, throwing up strange shapes in the dark as I sprint across the grass. There’s a deep ache in my muscles from soccer training, and I haven’t eaten or properly rehydrated since. My body is exhausted—running on pure adrenaline—and the sports fields seem endless.

			I’m still only a little more than halfway across when I see a faint flicker on the far side of the creek, like a candle glowing through the trees. Lighting my way.

			Fresh dread stirs in my belly.

			“LYSSA!” I scream so hard my ears pop, and I push my body to move faster, praying that someone in the dorms has seen my flashlight. That help is on its way.

			The drift of woodsmoke from common room chimneys seems to grow stronger with each step I take, but the wind is gusting from the Wilds. It doesn’t make sense. And by the time I reach the far edge of the sports fields, I’m finding it difficult to breathe. The air is too dry. Too hot. And my flashlight isn’t cutting the dark the way it should. At first, I think the fog is back. But it’s too windy for that. And there’s a smell, too, acrid and ashy, muddling the clean scent of pine needles and earth.

			Smoke.

			The faint flicker I saw from the field glimmers and splits in the direction of the Witch Hut and fear claws up inside me.

			“FIRE! HELP!” I scream again, the words rasping in my throat and pulling me back to that awful night in the Mortlock common room.

			A second later there’s a sharp, earsplitting BANG from the hut followed by the softer tinkling of glass.

			Shit. Oh shit.

			This is too dangerous. I should turn back. Get help. Instead, I crouch low and cover my mouth and nose with my soccer jersey as I crash through the ferns bordering the creek. The smoke is getting thicker, my flashlight showing little more than a hazy blur. I only know I’ve reached the water when I splash in, shin deep.

			“Fuck!”

			The cold is so intense, it shocks the air from my lungs. But it’s also the most valuable resource at hand and I force myself to drop to my knees and splash through on all fours, trying to soak my clothes and hair.

			Lightning blinks through the towering pines as thunder blooms overhead. Something inside the Witch Hut is burning. The heat has blown out the window glass and smoke billows thick and noxious from within.

			“Lyssa!” I choke out.

			My waterlogged clothes slow me down and a wall of heat and smoke hits me as I scramble up the bank. I stay low and crawl toward the tongues of flame licking through the dark. Pine needles and blackberry canes crunch beneath me, parched from long months with little rain. And the Wilds are a tinderbox, ready to burn.

			By the time I reach the hut, the smoke is working its way into my lungs, and I’ve abandoned my flashlight—its beam near-useless in the gusting haze. I stand unsteadily, keeping my nose and mouth covered with my jersey. The hut’s door is cracked open, smoke curling around the gap, and I know better than to touch its metal handle or the wood. I raise my foot to kick it open, and heat radiates through the sole of my shoe. But the door remains stuck, blocked by something solid and heavy on the other side. I sob in frustration and try again. It’s like kicking at wet bags of sand.

			Or a body.

			Lyssa’s body.

			“Lyssa?” My voice is thin with panic and smoke fills my mouth as I speak. “Can you hear me?”

			It feels as though the fire is in my lungs. Roaring in my ears. And I don’t hear a reply.

			Shit. Shit. Shit.

			I don’t want to add to her injuries, but the window frame is dangerously hot and spiked with glass; the door is my only way in.

			I send Lyssa a silent apology and kick it again, hard enough to splinter the century-old wood. The gap widens a little, but not enough. So I keep kicking. Throwing all my desperate strength into each blow.

			The heat and smoke are overwhelming, and the flames are glowing brighter through the gap. But, little by little, the door gives. As soon as the gap is wide enough, I force my way inside at a crouch. The rubber soles of my shoes are gooey from kicking at the hot door, and I try to keep my skin from touching the wooden floor. Steam hisses off my wet clothes and the haze is so thick it’s impossible to see anything beyond the darting glimmer of flames eating the corner of wall between the window and hearth. My guess is that Lyssa—or Jude—lit a candle on the windowsill and it caught the lace curtain. I want to believe Jude wouldn’t be so hollow-hearted as to burn Lyssa alive to keep her with him. That he would at least find a kinder way. But after everything I’ve witnessed these past few weeks, I’m not convinced.

			Best I can tell, the fire is still contained to the far side of the hut, though one stray spark could change that in an instant. I need to get to Lyssa.

			I grope my way around the door, sweeping my arms through the smoke. Relief washes through me as my fingers touch hot fabric and a frizzed tangle of hair.

			“Lyssa!” I choke on her name.

			Her body lies in a fetal curl, and she isn’t moving. But she doesn’t appear to be burned either. I don’t know if Jude is still in her. If this is a trick and he’s only keeping quiet until I get close enough for him to grab me, same as he did in the pool. Hold me tight until the smoke fills me up. But if Lyssa’s going to have a chance at surviving this, it’s a risk I have to take.

			It’s not enough to save yourself.

			Working blind and gagging against the smoke, I feel my way to hook my arms beneath Lyssa’s shoulders. The movement jolts her, and she groans and gasps, inhaling a deep lungful of smoke.

			“George?” Her body spasms in my arms as she coughs.

			I think she’s herself. Of course Jude wouldn’t stick around for this part.

			“Did you cast him out?” I say, trying not to breathe.

			She says nothing, and I can’t see her face through the smoke.

			“Lyssa,” I try again. “This is important. Did you cast Jude ou—”

			Lightning flashes at the door as I’m speaking, accompanied by a deafening CRACK!

			Before I can make sense of the sound, there’s a mighty rushing overhead and something hard and heavy slams against me, knocking me to the floor.

			Shock renders me numb. I try to move my head. To push myself up. But my vision shatters. Everything is wonky and wrong. It doesn’t hurt. And then it does. Pain rockets through my body, splitting me open as everything goes black.
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				Lyssa

			
			This darkness

			has no end.

			It is too

			thick.

			smoky

			suffocating

			There’s no air here.

			No love.

			No light.

			Someone holds me.

			Someone is speaking

			my name.

			Lyssa

			Not Jude.

			“George?”

			Pulling me up and away

			from him.

			The fire rises with me

			burning hot and all around.

			It hurts.

			Too much.

			Make it stop.

			“Cast him out.” The words glimmer in the dark.

			A beacon to reach for.

			“Cast Jude ou—”

			CRACK!

			The sound breaks me open, bringing me back to myself. In a dazzling flash of light, I make out the walls of the Witch Hut hazed in smoke. Flames lick through the gloom where I think the window should be and the wooden floor is hot beneath me, burning through my uniform. I’m not sure what I’m doing here. Or how the fire started. But George is with me, pulling me toward the door.

			Jude is here, too. A darker shape in the smoke. His green eyes flashing fury. But he doesn’t see me. Only her.

			It was only ever her.

			I push the thought aside and open my mouth to tell George to look out, but something slams against the roof on the far side of the hut, crumpling the tin. I scrabble to make sense of what’s happening. The almighty crack I heard—the sudden flash—lightning must have struck and felled one of the pines. The ground shudders with the force of the impact, and the far wall, hearth, and chimney are obliterated in an instant by the falling trunk. Sparks and flying debris rain over us, and one of the branches catches George from behind, knocking her to the floor.

			I scream as it happens, taking in too much smoke, and the fire that had been climbing the wall jumps to the tree that’s taken it down. Pine needles flame and curl to ash and the blaze twists up around the branches, sucking fresh oxygen through the door. I struggle to my knees, fighting for clean air that isn’t there. We need to get out of here. But George isn’t moving.

			And Jude is at my side, circling his arms around me to draw me back into the dark. My lungs are burning. I can’t breathe as his words crackle in my ear.

			Let me in.

			But if he cared about me the way he claimed—the way he promised—we wouldn’t be here. And if I go with him now, it’s not just my life I’ll be ending, but George’s, too. I can’t do that.

			Her words echo back to me.

			Your choice. Your move.

			Cast him out.

			Jude’s touch drains me, and I am swooning in his arms with ash in my throat. Everything hurts. Everything burns. But as the dark closes in, I force myself to think. If opening the scar over my heart let him in, I have to close the wound. A spell to seal my intent.

			Lyssa.

			My name is a summons curled through with smoke, calling me deeper into the black. I grit my teeth and ignore it, feeling around me for what I need. My fingers fumble over pine needles from the fallen tree scattered over the floor. Jude once told me that pine is for protection and purification. For strength. I take small sips of poison air as I gather a fistful of the needles. Their heat blisters my palm, and I use the pain to keep me present.

			Lyssa, let me in.

			Jude’s eyes are on me, his face flickering in the flames and his tone insistent. I’m scared that if I look at him, I won’t be able to do this. So I focus on George. What he did to her. To us.

			I grit my teeth, summoning my resolve, and crawl toward the tree crushing half of the hut to touch the needles to a burning twig. They ignite: a candle in my hand.

			No, Lyssa!

			But it’s too late. I tug my shirt collar aside to keep it from burning and take in just enough smoke to blow out the flame and leave the needles smoldering.

			My hand shakes and my voice is a croak, but my words are firm.

			“Fire as my witness, I close my heart to you, Jude, and cast you out.”

			Before my courage fails, I press the glowing ends of the pine needles to the cut over my heart, cauterizing the wound for good.

			The pain is white-hot and terrible, and I scream against it. Jude roars with me, the fire blazing brighter as more wood catches. His presence expands, pressing against the hut’s remaining walls, a mass of power and fury, howling with rage. I’m terrified. The cord between us pulls taut, threatening to tear my heart from my chest. But I hold my ground and repeat the spell.

			I cast you out, Jude.

			My whole body is in agony, the words breaking me apart, and I squeeze my eyes shut.

			I CAST YOU OUT!

			Something snaps within me as I speak the final word, sealing my intent. I feel Jude being wrenched away from me with great force, and I crumple forward, unable to hold myself up. I am empty. Bereft.

			When I open my eyes, Jude is gone. I want to curl up small around my injuries and nurse them better. But flames lick over the walls, moving toward the door. In another moment, the whole hut will be engulfed. I need to get George out. Now.

			She still isn’t moving, but the searing burn on my chest works like an adrenaline shot. Coughing hard through the smoke, I grope toward her on my hands and knees and get my arms around her. The heat is stifling, singeing the hairs from my arms and flaming in my throat, and George’s body is a deadweight as I fight to drag her back through the door. My muscles strain with the effort, every cell protesting. And I can’t breathe.

			I can’t breathe.

			My eyes are stinging. Streaming from the smoke. Tears burn up on my lashes and my head throbs and spins.

			I have nothing left. I want to give up. But I think of George pulling me from the pool. How dangerous that was. How scared and cold she must have been. Her bravery unlocks some deep and desperate reserve of strength within me, and I haul her back across the threshold as a fresh gust of wind rushes over us, feeding new oxygen to the fire.

			Heat flares, and as I half carry, half drag George with me through the blackberry canes toward the creek, I look behind me to see the hut engulfed and the fire spreading along the lightning-felled pine that brought down the roof. The school’s fire alarm whines in the distance, and the wind sends sparks toward the surrounding trees and the carpet of pine cones and needles beneath.

			“Help!” I scream. “Help us!”

			But the smoke has razed my voice and the words come out as broken air. I keep moving, ignoring the pain ripping through me. George shifts in my arms as waves of smoke and heat billow over us. It’s too dark and there’s too much smoke to see the creek, but there are voices in the distance. Pinpricks of bluish light. I pull toward them and feel the first drops of rain on my cheeks.

			But the night’s events have hollowed me out, and getting George clear of the hut has taken everything I have left. When we finally reach the creek, my body can’t handle the shock of cold water. It shuts me down. My thoughts spin away as rain cuts through the smoke. I can’t breathe. Can’t see. Can’t go on. And with the last of my strength, I push George ahead of me toward the far bank, turn my face to the sky, and give myself to the dark.
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				George

			
			It’s raining. At last. The unceasing white noise of the deluge roars all around me. I’m dimly aware of other sounds, too. The whir and beep of quiet machinery. Muffled voices. But my body is a pulsing flare of pain in the dark, and I can’t open my eyes.

			The last thing I remember clearly is the suffocating heat of smoke in my lungs as I tried to get Lyssa out of the Witch Hut. The rest of that awful night is a blur. My head hurts and my waking moments are a nauseous haze.

			Three days pass before I regain full consciousness. When I do, I’m in a private hospital room, breathing with the help of an oxygen cannula, and my parents are at my bedside, their faces pinched with worry. Mom’s not even wearing makeup, which is how I know things are dire. And even through the haze of pain medication, everything hurts. I want to sink back into sleep. But apparently my waking up is a Big Deal and my doctor arrives before I can sink away again.

			She tells me I had a lucky escape, and that dousing myself in the creek before going into the hut likely saved my life. I’ve got a nasty bump on the back of my head where I was struck by part of the tree that fell on the hut. I’m also suffering from severe smoke inhalation and have minor burns, along with some cuts and bruising from the flying debris. In short, I’m going to feel like hell for a while, but I’ll live.

			“You’re lucky your friend managed to get you out,” the doctor says. “If she hadn’t dragged you clear of the trees, you may not have been found in time.”

			It takes me a moment to process this. Lyssa had barely been conscious when I last saw her, and she’d inhaled a lot of smoke before I reached the hut. But she saved me.

			She saved me.

			I don’t think Jude would have allowed it if he were still with her.

			“Is she okay?” I ask. Or I try to.

			The words are a rasp on my lips.

			“It’s best you don’t try to speak just yet,” the doctor tells me. “Your throat needs time to heal.”

			Mom hands me her phone instead, and I open the Notes app to type my question.

			Is Lyssa okay?

			The doctor exchanges an uneasy look with my parents.

			“She’s alive,” she tells me, her tone guarded. “But her condition is still critical.”

			I’ve heard people say this on TV and I’m not really clear on what it means, only that it’s bad.

			Can I see her? I type.

			The doctor shakes her head. “I’m sorry. It’s immediate family only for ICU patients, and Lyssa—well, it might be some time before she’s awake, and we won’t know the full extent of her injuries until then. For now, you need to focus on your recovery—putting yourself under stress could set you back.”

			Confusion and panic claw around my heart.

			But she will be okay, right? My fingers are shaking so much, I have to type it twice.

			“She’s fighting,” the doctor assures me, then gives me a tight smile and shakes her head. “But I’m sorry, George. It’s just too soon to say.”

			

			—

			After the doctor leaves me with strict instructions to rest, I spend what’s left of that day keeping myself awake and pretending to watch TV. Mostly to convince my parents that I am, in fact, fine and having them hovering by my bedside isn’t speeding my recovery. Really, I’m thinking about Lyssa. Or, more specifically, how I can see her. She saved my life, and I couldn’t bear to have gone through what we did only to lose her.

			It’s late before my parents finally agree to return to their hotel. Visiting hours are well and truly over and I’m back to breathing without extra oxygen. I’m feeling sore and unsteady from the pain meds and am not in any state to go stealthing around an unfamiliar hospital. But the nurses on my ward take pity on me, pointing me toward the ICU when I ask if I can stretch my legs.

			The ICU nurses are less permissive. They offer to get me some water and escort me back to bed, but they won’t let me walk beyond the small waiting area. The trek has taken it out of me, and I sink into a chair and mime for them to give me a minute. The waiting room is quiet at this time of night. A few exhausted-looking people, most of them older, clasp vending machine coffees and flick through ancient magazines, or else use their coats as blankets as they try to sleep upright in their chairs. There’s only one person around my age. A tall boy with freckled skin and a tumble of sun-bleached curls. He’s wearing shorts and flip-flops, despite it being winter, and he keeps looking over at me.

			I glare right back and grab a pad and pen from one of the magazine tables to scrawl a note.

			Can I help you?

			I scowl and hold it up for the boy to see, expecting him to back off. Instead he flashes a wide grin.

			“Reckon so. You’re George, right? Lyssa’s roommate?”

			I have no idea how he knows this.

			“I figured it was you, what with your hair looking all, uh…”

			I narrow my eyes as he searches for a word to describe my badly singed dye job.

			“…survivor chic?”

			A laugh catches painfully in my throat. Good save.

			“I’m Kelso,” he offers, coming to sit closer but still leaving a chair between us, which feels considerate. “Friend of Lyssa’s from home.”

			I raise an eyebrow. Samuel Kelson III?

			His smile stretches wider. “My reputation precedes me.”

			Have you seen her? I write, nodding toward the closed doors of the ICU.

			He shakes his head, his expression turning serious. “Nah. Not yet. Her nan’s with her, though—she’s not alone. Mrs. Davies wasn’t in a state to drive when she got the call, so I brought her down. But I’m not family; they won’t let me in. They said she inhaled too much smoke, and she’s got some burns—they think her body might have been put under too much stress.”

			Her doctors have no idea, and I hate that I can’t be there for her.

			“She’s strong, though,” Kelso says, putting a hand on his knee to keep it from jigging up and down. “She’ll be all right.”

			He sounds like he’s trying to convince himself as much as me. It feels mean to notice, but his clothes are rumpled and stink a bit, as if he hasn’t thought to change or shower in days. I haven’t known him more than a minute, but I can tell he cares for Lyssa, deeply. That he’s a true friend. And I wonder what that must be like.

			It’s only a matter of time before the nurses order me to return to my room, but I feel sad for him sitting here alone in this stifling limbo. And it’s not like I have anything to rush back to.

			Mind if I keep you company for a bit?

			His face brightens again. “I mean, you’ll have to keep the noise down,” he says, nodding at my pad and pen. “But yeah, that’d be nice.”

			

			—

			I stay with him until one of the nurses from my ward arrives to do my hourly observations—checking I’ve still got a pulse and am breathing okay. Kelso’s easy to be around, and I come back as often as I can in the two days before I’m discharged. Lyssa’s stable by then but still not up for visitors. The doctors have been worried about a terrible burn on her chest, right over her heart, but apparently it’s healing swifter than they’d hoped.

			I learn from Mom that the fire destroyed the Wilds and a significant portion of Daphne Milford’s original gardens, including many of her beloved azaleas, before it was brought under control. It was only the arrival of the rain that kept it from reaching the school’s main buildings. And there was no avoiding the media. Not when half the campus was left a smoldering wasteland and two students almost died. Dr. Woodcroft issued a rousing statement praising the Milford community’s enduring strength and resilience and emphasizing that the questionable actions of a few (presumably mine and Lyssa’s) would not tarnish the whole.

			And when she turns up at the hospital, I assume she’s there to find the Milford Witch guilty of a second crime and to formally expel me. She arrives right as I’m packing my things to leave, looking far older and frailer than the put-together person she’d been on TV, and she asks Mom to give us a minute alone.

			“I hope you’ll forgive the intrusion, George,” she says, perching on the seat by my bed after Mom has taken herself down to the café. “But I wanted to see you before you went home.” She takes a moment to compose herself, folding her hands in her lap and straightening her spine. “The cause of the fire has been ruled an accident. However, Mr. Habel found that a large quantity of books had been removed from the library shelves and damaged, and there was also evidence that at least one of you was badly injured before you went outside. So, in my mind, the events that occurred on that evening are unforgivable.”

			“Won’t waste my breath apologizing then,” I mutter, my throat still ragged.

			Dr. Woodcroft shakes her head. “You and Lyssa should never have been out there, unsupervised, in that storm.”

			I grit my teeth. The only reason I was out there at all was to help Lyssa. But Dr. Woodcroft isn’t done.

			“I wanted to tell you—in person—that I deeply regret what occurred.” She seems nervous, touching her hair and smoothing her skirt, though both are impeccable. And I assume this is the part where she tells me I’m not welcome back. But she surprises me.

			“I don’t know what you were doing in that old hut. Or how the fire started. But one thing is clear: Milford failed to support the pair of you as it should have in the wake of Jude’s death. And I think I may have let you down, too. After the incident in the Mortlock common room,” she clarifies.

			“I don’t understand,” I say, caught off guard.

			“It was out of character for you,” she admits. “Something must have gone badly wrong in the lead-up to that night, and instead of getting to the bottom of things, I fear I made it impossible for you to seek help.”

			I blink at her, certain I’ve misheard.

			“I’m deeply sorry for my part in what you went through. Ms. Fennec told me you volunteered to look for Lyssa when she couldn’t be accounted for, and I’m grateful you were there for her when we fell short.” She clears her throat. “George, I wanted to tell you that I’ve decided to take an early retirement at the end of the year. I was a Milford girl, and I taught at the school for almost twenty years before becoming principal. I’ve always been proud of the fact that I’m Milford through and through. But now I think it might be better, for everyone, that I step away.” She summons a wincing smile. “It’s time for a change.”

			I’m stunned. Speechless. Annoyed that it took us almost dying for her to see that her methods were medieval. But amazed that she got there.

			“I also wanted to give you this.” She reaches into her blazer pocket and pulls out my phone. “As you might imagine, your classmates are concerned. You may wish to let them know how you’re doing.”

			I raise an eyebrow. “Why? So when they check their messages over the holidays, they can find out?”

			Dr. Woodcroft purses her lips. “We are in the process of revising that policy—consider it my parting gift. There will be rules, of course, but I fear that so strictly limiting students’ ability to communicate with friends and family has created an insular culture where it’s easy to lose perspective. Milford should be preparing you for your life beyond school, not keeping you isolated from it.”

			No shit, Sherlock, I think, resisting the urge to roll my eyes.

			“What about me and Lyssa?” I ask, switching on my phone and waiting for the home screen to load. “I have a history essay due Monday. Am I still on the hook for that?”

			She shakes her head. “I’ve spoken with the state education department, and given the circumstances, they’ve agreed to honor your predicted exam grades, so long as you complete your other coursework, which you’re welcome to do from home. We’ll provide online learning resources, and your teachers will be available for video conferences—whatever you need.”

			The message app on my phone pings as I consider this. “What if I want to come back to school?”

			Dr. Woodcroft looks taken aback. “Is that what you’d prefer?”

			I glance at my screen and see that I have dozens of unread messages. I expect them to be from classmates blaming me for the fire. Calling me “witch” again. But most are from Merri, who appears to have left me several lengthy voice notes, along with a few from other girls on the soccer team telling me to get well soon (ideally before Intercol finals).

			The way my lungs are feeling, that seems a stretch.

			Milford was always Jude’s place. He knew all its secrets and how to spring its traps. And he made it my dungeon. But now that he’s gone, it feels important to reclaim it. To play through to the end and prove to myself that I can master it.

			“Yes,” I tell Dr. Woodcroft. “I think it is.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 33

				
					[image: ]
				

				Lyssa

			
			It’s almost spring when I return to Milford. Tender shoots peek from the reddened vines that lace the buildings and the daffodils are out, offering a sunny welcome as Nan navigates our truck toward the parking lot. In another few weeks, the campus will be cloaked in green. Verdant and full of promise. I’m almost sad that I won’t be here to see it.

			Smoke got too deep into my lungs the night of the fire. Recovery has been slow, and even now, I feel the ashy wisps moving through my veins. Muddling my thoughts.

			“You sure about this, Lissy?” Nan asks.

			The shadow of Milford House settles over us as she pulls into an empty spot by the entrance, and I don’t know that I’m ready. She and Kelso offered to come back and collect my things, but it feels important to do it myself. To get closure.

			Nan’s been good about what happened. There’s no chance of me finishing the school year—here or anywhere else. I’m too far behind, and my predicted grades won’t get me into the colleges I was hoping for. Milford has offered to have me back next year, and I think Nan’s hoping I’ll take them up on the offer. But she’s not putting me under pressure. And I haven’t decided what I want yet.

			I tell Nan that’ll be fine and leave her to sort out paperwork with Dr. Woodcroft while I head to Henley House. We’ve timed our arrival for mid-afternoon, when my classmates will still be in lessons. People sent kind messages while I was in hospital, and Shiv organized to have flowers delivered from all the girls in our dorm. But after those initial texts, no one’s really stayed in touch. Not that I blame them. I never took the chance to get close to anyone other than Jude. There have been surprisingly few questions asked about how George and I ended up in the Witch Hut the night of the fire. I think everyone’s just trying to move on. I’m trying to do that, too. Though, as I slink up Henley’s main stairs and along the deserted corridor, it feels more like I’m avoiding everyone. And very specifically avoiding George. Which isn’t anything new for us, only now I’m avoiding her out of guilt.

			Kelso told me how they haunted the ICU waiting room together in the days after the fire, even though George should have been in bed. And she’s messaged a few times since. But I haven’t replied. I feel ashamed. I don’t know what to say, or where I’d even begin after what I put her through. I’m hoping I can slip into our room, gather my things, and be gone again without her knowing I was here.

			But when I open the door to our room, she’s sitting at her desk facing the window with her back to me. I start to retreat, but she’s already heard me.

			She spins in her chair and offers a half smile as she looks me up and down. “Hey, stranger.”

			I’m not prepared for this encounter, and I panic. “You’re supposed to be in English.”

			George raises an eyebrow. “Great to see you, too.”

			I shake my head. “Hi. Sorry—I didn’t think you’d be here.” Though she seems unsurprised by my arrival, almost as though she’s been expecting me. I narrow my eyes in suspicion. “Why are you here?”

			“Kelso texted.” She gives me a pointed look. “He is considerate that way.”

			I make a mental note to murder him.

			“Sorry,” I mumble again.

			“I told Dr. Ross I had a headache,” George says. “We’ve moved on to poetry, and most of what we’re reading is even gloomier than Macbeth. Besides, I wanted to see you.”

			My gaze slides away from her, and in my effort to avoid eye contact, I see that her side of the room has changed. The elfin miniature I found with her D&D dice is propped on the windowsill, its blue hair glittering in the sun, and there’s a Matildas poster above her bed, surrounded by printed photos of George and her soccer friends. There’s a formal shot of the whole team in their uniforms with Merri holding the Intercol Cup trophy, but in the rest they’re in casual clothes or their uniforms, just hanging out. George still has her Switch and her collection of fantasy novels, and half her clothes are still on the floor, but it’s mostly grass-stained soccer jerseys and muddy socks now. The smell isn’t great, but it’s nice to see them. In a gross sort of way.

			“Are you okay, Lyssa?” She asks it like she means it. Like she genuinely cares.

			Medically, I’m fine. Or almost fine. My skin feels raw and tender, like the worst sunburn of my life, and I’m still getting my strength back. Still finding it painful, at times, to breathe. Though I know it would have been much worse if George hadn’t come after me. She’s the only person who knows what happened that night. And I feel I can be real with her. That I owe her that much.

			I shake my head. “Not really. Are you?”

			George considers for a moment. “No, but I’m getting there.”

			My gaze drifts to the window. The Wilds are gone. Without the trees, the creek marks a crooked divide between the sports fields and the blackened ground beyond. Late-winter light filters down where the pines once stood and I can just make out the Witch Hut’s charred remains beyond the fluttering yellow caution tape and piles of chainsawed logs.

			It seems so much smaller than I remember.

			George looks with me.

			“The CFS had to cut down what was left of the trees after the fire,” she explains. “Most of them were at least partially burned and it wasn’t safe to leave them standing. Jude’s mom is still on the school board and she’s convinced them to rehabilitate it as natural bushland once the maintenance crew get the area cleared. The school doesn’t need the space, and it seems sort of ridiculous that it’s been holding on to this piece of land that, theoretically, no one’s allowed to set foot on.”

			Jude would hate that, but it feels right.

			“I owe you an apology, George,” I tell her, touching the newly smooth and still-tender burn scar over my heart. “I wanted to believe Jude was different with me. And that he held me as tight as he did because I was special.” I shake my head. “I couldn’t see him for the monster that he was. And I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t been looking out for me.”

			“You saved my life, too,” George reminds me. “And I don’t just mean at the Witch Hut. I’d been stuck inside myself for a long time, and Jude had pretty well ruined other people for me until you gave me a reason to care again. So let’s just skip the mushy stuff and call it even, yeah?”

			“Seems fair,” I say, relieved to clear the air between us, and George offers to help me pack, which is easier than talking.

			We work in silence for a bit, but it feels companionable rather than awkward.

			“You know,” George says shyly when we’re almost done. “I was thinking I might head down your way this summer. I’ve never been to the Sturt Peninsula, and Kelso’s offered to teach me to surf.”

			“Has he now?” This is news to me.

			“Why do you say it like that?” George asks, a blush rising to her cheeks.

			“No reason. It’s just weird that you’re friends—like worlds colliding.”

			She bites her lip. “You don’t mind, do you?”

			“Of course not,” I say. It’s kind of nice, actually.

			“Good. Because I was hoping we could hang out, too. And maybe, after two years of sharing a room, we could get to know each other?”

			I look around our shared space, and it seems impossible that we could have remained strangers despite spending so much time together. That Jude divided the room without ever setting foot inside it. I wish he’d never had that power.

			I grin at her. “I’d like that.”

			

			—

			I don’t have much to take home—just a few clothes and books, not more than George and I can carry between us in one load. I hadn’t realized how small my life was at Milford. George heads down to the parking lot with the first of my suitcases, but I linger a moment, still deciding what to do with the map Jude made me and the photos of the two of us. I don’t want to take them home, but despite everything, I can’t quite bring myself to get rid of them either. I’m also fairly sure I won’t be coming back to Milford. Not next year, or ever again. I feel sad about that. But it’s a relief, too. I was never really myself here. And with the map and photos still in my hand, I drift to the window for one last look.

			The end-of-lesson bell has just sounded and groups of students walk arm in arm along the neatly swept paths, chatting and laughing. The PE department has the hurdles and high jump set up for track-and-field tryouts, and the sports fields are lush after all the recent rain.

			There are lawn daisies sprinkled through the grass, and beyond the new azalea plantings, the climbing rose twisting through the ivy on the Pond’s fence is just coming into bud. With the sky clear and blue overhead and the sun winking off classroom windows, the school looks like an advertisement for itself. Or like a remembered vision from a dream.

			I’m about to turn away, when something catches my eye. A stillness in the breeze-blown landscape. There’s a faint buzzing in my ears, and my gaze drifts back to the Wilds, where a figure stands motionless in the hut’s ruins. I can’t make out their features at this distance—can’t even say for sure that it’s a person. The harder I squint, the more it appears to be a blur of shadow and light. But if I had to guess, I’d say that, yes, it’s a person. And though they can’t possibly see this far, I’m certain they’re staring at me.

			My hand hovers over my heart, my chest feels tight, and I realize I’m not breathing. I force myself to look away. But that panicked buzzing is still ringing in my ears. It takes me a moment to realize that George has left her lamp on, and the sound is coming from the bulb. I reach to switch it off, and as I do, I notice her laptop sitting open on her desk. I’d assumed she was doing homework when I came in, but when I look down, I see there are only three words on the screen. And as I read them, a draft breathes beneath the window and whispers in my ear:

			LET ME IN
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