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CONTENT WARNINGS: death, grief, branding/tattoos, body horror, mild panic attack, anxiety and depression, bloodletting, self-harm, alcohol, magical substance abuse, magical asylum/prison





THIS ONE, IF YOU’LL ALLOW ME A MOMENT OF SELFISHNESS, IS FOR ME:

FOR THE TEENAGE ME WHO DARED TO DREAM,

FOR THE TWENTY-YEAR-OLD ME WHO ABANDONED HOPE,

FOR THE THIRTY-YEAR-OLD ME WHO TRIED AGAIN—AND SOARED.
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        The Sacred Lunar Houses & Their Tidal Alignments
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HOUSE NEW MOON Noviluna Hall
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HEALERS (Rising Tide)

—ability to heal themselves and others

SEERS (Ebbing Tide)

—gift of prophecy and psychic visions

SHADOWGUIDES (Rising Tide)

—ability to see beyond the veil, commune with spirits

DARKBEARERS (Ebbing Tide)

—darkness manipulation
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HOUSE WAXING MOON Crescens Hall
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SOWERS (Rising Tide)

—ability to grow and alter plants and other small organisms

GLAMOURS (Ebbing Tide)

—compulsion; charisma and influence over others

AMPLIFIERS (Rising Tide)

—ability to amplify the scope and range of other magics

WORDSMITHS (Ebbing Tide)

—ability to manifest things into being



    [image: ]








[image: ]

HOUSE FULL MOON Pleniluna Hall
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SOULTENDERS (Rising Tide)

—emotion manipulation; empaths and aura-seers

WARDCRAFTERS (Ebbing Tide)

—ability to weave protection spells and ward magic

PURIFIERS (Rising Tide)

—ability to perform cleanses, balance energies

LIGHTKEEPERS (Ebbing Tide)

—light manipulation
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HOUSE WANING MOON Decrescens Hall
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DREAMERS (Rising Tide)

—dream manipulation, dream walking; ability to induce sleep

UNRAVELERS (Ebbing Tide)

—ability to unveil secrets and decipher codes; breaking through wards and spells

MEMORISTS (Rising Tide)

—ability to see and manipulate memories

REAPERS (Ebbing Tide)

—ability to reap life; death-touched
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HOUSE ECLIPSE Obscura Hall
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Lunar eclipses produce variations of other lunar magics

Solar eclipses produce rare new gifts beyond other lunar magics
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LAST SPRING



SHE WAS DROWNING IN A sea of stars.

Emory knew this was how she would die, smothered by this strange tide. Selfishly, she hoped the thing brushing against her was Romie; she didn’t want to die alone.

In the darkness between stars were memories she wished to forget: a cave like a womb, the students at its heart, the widening of Romie’s eyes as the sea rushed in, swift and inevitable.

We are born of the moon and tides, and to them we return.

But Emory wasn’t ready to go.

The thought was a flimsy lifeline she reached for, hands seeking purchase in wet sand until they found a clammy, solid weight to grasp.

Emory, Emory, the sea whispered, as if loath to let her go. It relinquished its hold as she hauled herself onto shore. The receding waves unveiled the shape of her anchor in the sand, and Emory jerked back, a scream lodged in her throat.

A body: limbs bent and broken and wrong.

Three other bodies were strewn around it, blue lips parted on silent screams, but all Emory could think as she searched their pallid faces and unseeing eyes was how none of them were Romie.

And if this was death, it was a cruel punishment to keep them apart at the end of all things.

Your fault, the stars above seemed to say.

Emory couldn’t find it in herself to refute them.
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SONG OF THE DROWNED GODS PART I: THE SCHOLAR ON THE SHORES






There is a scholar on these shores who breathes stories. He inhales all manner of them, holds each one in his soul, and when his lungs are too full of words, he exhales at last, daring to breathe his own stories to life. Thus he breathes in words and breathes more out, in and out and in again like the measured rhythm of the sea, until one day he finds a peculiar book that sets even the tides off their fated course.


There is a world at the center of all things where drowned gods reign over a sea of ash, the book begins. Theirs is an involuntary rule, for in this bleak world they have been marooned, forced to become dim echoes of their former glory while they await the heroes who might one day set them free. Can you hear their plea? It is a song that carries on the wind like ash as it flutters across worlds, and perhaps a piece of it lingers here on this very page. Look closer. Strain your ear. The drowned gods are calling; will you answer?



The story it tells captivates the scholar, so much so that he finds himself beneath a colorless sky, alone in the stillness of a great expanse of ash. The book still hangs from his hand, the only tangible thing in this curious world, and before he can make sense of it, he is pulled back to his college by the sea, where the book turns to dust in his hand and the memory of the universe it contained already begins to fade. It would feel to him like a dream but for the taste of ash left in his mouth, the fine coating of it on his clothes and hair, and this unshakable belief that now courses through his veins.

He has always viewed stories as a sailor might view their ship: vessels to carry their readers to other shores, other worlds. Portals on a page.

And here he has found such a portal. Not a figurative one at all, not a figment of his imagination, but real. He has glimpsed a world beyond these shores, hears an echo of it now between the stars. A symphony of drowned gods that beckon: Come. Seek us as we seek you.

The scholar heeds their call, and thus our story begins.
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1 EMORY




TODAY WAS THE FIRST DAY of a new moon, and on the banks of the Aldersea, the tide was low.

There was a time when these facts meant nothing to Emory Ainsleif, but that was before the night her very life hinged on those details. Now the moon was no longer just a moon, the tide was something to fear, and though Emory was grateful for the sun still shining in the late-summer sky, unease gathered like stones in her stomach.

Aldryn College for Lunar Magics rose up ahead, ivy-clad buildings crowning the steep hill that plunged into the restless sea below. Emory dug her nails into her palm as the taste of salt water filled her mouth, a phantom impression she had yet to shake. Blood swelled from the wound. She closed her eyes, savoring the twinge of pain before the magic in her veins could heal it. It was an ordinary sort of pain. Comforting, almost. Nothing like the aching throb of images that surged in her mind—a blood-slick column of rock, a spiral burned in silver on her wrist, four bodies splayed on the sand—as if coaxed free at the sight of Aldryn.

That particular pain she couldn’t heal away, no matter how she tried to ease it.

“You’re New Moon, then?”

Emory startled. The driver looked at her in the rearview mirror, motioning to her hand, where the sigil of her lunar house glistened darkly on her pale skin. A black circle wreathed in silver narcissus. It glared back at her as if taking offense at the trickle of blood marring its surface. Guiltily, she wiped at it, seeing only death in its delicate ink.

“What’s your tidal alignment?”

“Healing.”

The driver whistled an impressed note. His own hands gripping the wheel were bare. Everyone was born with the capacity for magic, a drop of it in their blood, but only those who proved proficient enough bore their house’s sigil and studied at places like Aldryn.

“I’ve got a second cousin who’s in House New Moon too,” the driver said. “Shadowguide. Works at a morgue in Threnody.” He repressed a visible shudder, grumbling something under his breath about how the dead should be left alone.

Emory could almost hear the pointed comment Romie might have made. People fear what they don’t understand, she would say, nose tilted up in disdain at such small-mindedness. But there’s beauty in death, you know.

Indeed, no one would ever dare frown upon a Healer, whose touch could prove more efficient than any modern medicine, but some magics, like a Shadowguide’s ability to commune with spirits, or a Reaper’s death touch, made most people uneasy—especially those with little to no magic. They don’t understand like we do that death is just as much a part of the sacred cycle as life, Romie would say.

It didn’t make losing her any easier.

“Here we are,” the driver exclaimed as the cab crested the hill. “Aldryn College.”

Everything in Emory seized as the heavy iron gates creaked their welcome, silver-wrought motto splitting down the middle as they opened: Post tenebras lux; iterum atque iterum.

After darkness, light; again and again.

Gravel crunched beneath the cab’s wheels. Emory had the sudden urge to tell the driver to stop, turn back, but the gates closed behind them with a clang of finality. Nerves rattled on the heels of nausea as she took in the familiar stone steps up to the inner courtyard, flanked by towering elms. Here the driver stopped. Emory handed him a few coins, clutched the strap of her bag. No sooner had she stepped out of the cab than she wished she’d stayed in it forever, already missing the anonymity of that liminal space, the feeling of being nowhere and nowhen and no one for as long as she remained between the life she’d left at home this very morning and the one waiting for her at Aldryn. The person she would have to become here.

Her heart thundered in her chest as she climbed those eight steps, one for each of the moon’s phases: a step for the new moon, three for the waxing, one for the full moon, and three for the waning.

She faltered at the top just as she had last year, though her nerves back then had been tinged with excitement, not dread. This is it, college at last, Romie had mused on their first day of freshman year, all starry-eyed as she took in the fabled campus. We get to reinvent ourselves here, be whoever we please. And though Emory had been eager to do just that, she never understood why someone like Romie would want to be anyone but herself, so effortlessly charming and unique in a way Emory had only ever dreamed of being.

For Emory, college was a chance to be known as more than what she’d been all her life: the girl who hailed from nowhere, who always came second-best, who’d been terrified of not getting into Aldryn because her magic was wholly unremarkable compared to her best friend’s.

It offered a clean slate, the first page in a new notebook just waiting to be filled.

She ran a finger along the scar on the inside of her wrist, a silver spiral that started at the base of her thumb and stopped on the tangle of stark blue veins at her pulse point. Her gaze went to the fountain at the center of the lawn, where the Tides of Fate guarded the names of the drowned. It was too late now to erase what had been written in silver and blood, she thought. Too late to even ponder such things, it seemed: the quad was void of its usual hum of activity, and the few stragglers hurrying through the cloisters made Emory realize just how late her train had been as the dean’s voice echoed from the assembly hall where she was giving her usual welcome speech.

Emory swore. As much as she dreaded this part—yearned to run to her dorm instead, shut herself in, and avoid everyone on campus for the rest of term—she had come back for a reason, equipped with a plan. And it all started here.

She tried to ease into the dark wood-paneled room unnoticed, but the heavy door slipped from her grasp and slammed shut behind her. Heads turned her way. Emory’s cheeks burned, and for a split second, she caught herself searching the sea of faces for the one person who might have made this easier. She could almost picture it: Romie waving her over to the seat she would have saved for her. An anchor in the storm as she’d always been, before everything had changed and the girl Emory had known since childhood started slipping away, swept up by something more sinister than the tide that took her.

But Romie was not here. And neither, apparently, was Romie’s brother. Relief and guilt churned in Emory’s stomach at his absence. Before she could dwell on it, she tightened her fingers around her satchel and took the first empty seat she could find. Chin held high, she tried to adopt the devil-may-care attitude Romie might have had in her place, but still she felt the furtive glances thrown her way, heard the murmurs rising.

That’s the girl who came back from the caves.

The student who survived the Beast.

The one the tide did not claim.

Dean Fulton called for silence. “I must insist once more that students stay clear of Dovermere Caves. After the tragic events of last spring, it begs repeating: Dovermere is unsafe, its tides unpredictable, and as such it remains strictly off-limits.”

Her dark eyes flitted toward Emory as she continued. “I urge you to remember those who have fallen. Remember Quince Travers and Serena Velan of House New Moon, and Dania and Lia Azula of House Waxing Moon. Remember Daphné Dioré and Jordyn Briar Burke of House Full Moon, and Harlow Kerr and Romie Brysden of House Waning Moon. Remember their names. Honor them by ensuring no other ever knows the same horrible fate. There is no glory to be found in those caves. Only death.”

Emory’s nails dug into her skin again as students looked her way. Tears stung her eyes, but she refused to break. She’d spent months preparing for this moment, hoped the summer holiday might allow for things to settle—for the shock of tragedy to fade and the students of Aldryn College to forget, as she had tried so desperately to.

Eight of her classmates dead, and Emory the only one left standing.

She thought the images that burned behind her eyes might be visible for all to see. Nine freshmen standing in a circle around a column of rock, their bloody wrists bearing a spiral mark that glowed silver in the dark. The sound of the tide rushing in earlier than it should have, death eager to have its fill. The sea and the stars and her name whispered in her ear.

Bodies on the sand.

Foolish of her, really, to think such a thing might be so easily forgotten.

The dean kept talking, but Emory didn’t hear a word. Only when students stopped staring did she let out a breath, slowly uncurl her fists. Blood bloomed beneath her nails; her palms were a mess, but already the wounds were smoothing over, her healing magic surging with barely a thought from her to answer the pull of the new moon that governed it. She latched onto this small comfort as the pressure in her veins lessened. All summer she’d felt this inexplicable pressure, like an itch she couldn’t scratch that grew to a painful throb unless she drew blood.

She eyed the row of windows behind the dean, wary of the breeze they let in. She swore she heard a whisper slithering in, the sea calling to her, looking to wrap around her limbs, desperate to pull her down, down, down toward the Deep—

Emory saw him out of the corner of her eye. He sat a few rows away, a barrier between her and the windows, the sea beyond. Dusty light fell on the side of his face as he peered at her over a shoulder, casting the rest of his features in shadows. His unflinching stare pulled her up to the surface, made everything go quiet. She recognized his boyish good looks, those thick-lashed eyes: they were the first living thing she’d seen after waking next to those broken and bloated bodies.

You’re alive, she remembered him saying, his words nearly drowned out by the swelling tide. You’re all right. And she’d clung to them so desperately, those words. A life raft keeping her afloat.

Keiran Dunhall Thornby was the perfect embodiment of his lunar house, the bright light of a full moon bursting with promise, and his presence alone had chased away all the darkness from that moonless night. He looked at her now with such intensity, as if he needed to see that she was indeed still alive. Everyone around them seemed to disappear, and for a second it felt like they were back on that beach, shivering against the horrors strewn around them.

But then she blinked. He turned away. And just like that, the moment dissolved between them like sea-foam across the sand.

Emory stroked the spiral mark on her wrist, half expecting it to start glowing silver like it had when it first appeared through whatever odd, ancient magic lived in Dovermere. She remembered the way Keiran had grabbed her wrist that night, the curious expression on his face as he’d frowned at the mark that was mirrored on his own wrist—twin spirals a dull silver on their skin. It had haunted her all summer, how impossible it was that he should be marked with the same symbol, because he wasn’t in the caves that night, hadn’t been there for the ritual that marked each student foolish enough to have been. Still, he’d found her on the beach in the middle of the night. As if he’d been waiting for her—for someone—to make it out of those caves alive.

He knew something about what happened in Dovermere, she was certain of it. It was the only reason she’d bothered coming back to Aldryn—the one thing that managed to pull her out of this ocean of grief she’d been drowning in. She would stop at nothing now to get answers.

“… and I wish each of you an enlightening term. Thank you.”

The dean’s parting words pulled Emory from her daze. Students were already out of their chairs, chattering excitedly as they exchanged handshakes and pats on the back and questions about each other’s summers. She felt painfully disconnected from it all.

Gaze fixed on Keiran, she steeled herself for what she needed to do. Her thoughts raced in tandem with her heart as she mentally listed all the questions she wanted to ask him. Just walk up to him, she told herself. It’s as simple as that. None of it felt simple, though. Without Romie here to do all the talking for her, it was up to Emory now to be bold, something her quiet, timid self balked at.

Keiran’s eyes found hers as she approached, and she was glad her steps didn’t falter. She balled her clammy hands into fists at her side, pushed her trepidation down—and stopped short as a group of upperclassmen caught up to Keiran, stealing his attention away from her.

Emory watched, deflated, as a pretty redheaded girl kissed him on the cheek and a few boys clasped his hand enthusiastically, and through it all Keiran smiled a dimpled smile, such ease and charm emanating from him that it was hard to reconcile the image with the half-drenched boy in her mind.

She thought she heard her name spoken in the chaos of voices. Someone waved at her from halfway across the hall. Penelope West, one of the few friends Emory had made outside of Romie last year, and a fellow New Moon student she’d shared most of her classes with. She’d always liked Penelope, but with her too-bubbly nature and chattiness that could go on forever, the thought of facing her—of facing anyone, really—was suddenly unbearable.

Getting answers from Keiran would have to wait.

Before Penelope could reach her, Emory slipped quietly from the assembly hall, yearning for the solace of her room.

The noonday sun beat down on the quad, great curtains of it falling between the columns that lined the cloisters. Emory cut across the lawn toward the underclassmen dormitories. She slowed near the fountain, where the Tides of Fate—Bruma, Anima, Aestas, and Quies—cast long shadows on the ground. The four deities who ruled over the lunar houses stood in the middle of the basin with their backs to each other, forming a circle in the proper order of the cycle they represented: young Bruma of the New Moon, beautiful Anima of the Waxing Moon, motherly Aestas of the Full Moon, and wise old Quies of the Waning Moon. Appropriately, the sunlight touched only Anima and Aestas, casting the other two in shadows.

Each Tide faced a different path to one of four academic halls: there was moody Noviluna Hall, its door painted black like the new moon sky that gave those of Emory’s house their powers of cleansing darkness and divination; vibrant Crescens Hall, which saw to those born on a waxing moon, their magic tied to growth, amplification, and manifestation; stately Pleniluna Hall, which catered to those who bore the power of the full moon, tied to light, protection, purity, and mindfulness; and Decrescens Hall, as dark and mysterious as the waning moon students who dealt in secrets and dreams, memories and death—and who had been Romie’s peers when she was alive.

There was a fifth hall, but no Tide watched over House Eclipse, and no path led to its door, a nondescript, nearly hidden thing.

Emory stopped by the fountain. Her fingers skimmed the surface of the sacred water, said to have been blessed by the Tides themselves. The water came from Dovermere, a network of caves as mythical as the Tides and in part what had attracted Aldryn’s founders to build their college so close to it. Students were expressly forbidden to take water from the fountain, much less use it in their bloodletting practices—a way for those of the four main lunar houses to access their magic whenever their ruling moon phase wasn’t in position, their power otherwise remaining dormant in their blood. Still, touching the water was meant to be grounding.

It wasn’t.

Emory noticed the delicate flowers floating on the surface, two for each lunar house: black narcissus, indigo hollyhocks, white orchids, purple-black poppies. Eight flowers, one for each of the names she knew had been added to the silver plaques at the Tides’ feet, souls consigned to their care so they might watch over them in the Deep.

A name and a flower for each student claimed by the sea.

And suddenly the flowers weren’t flowers at all, but bodies trapped in a cave with the deadly sea all around them. Emory turned from the fountain just as the door to House Eclipse opened.

The student who emerged made her stomach plummet.

Basil Brysden was tall and long-limbed, with a badly buttoned shirt and unruly brown curls that fell to his chin. He hugged a pile of books close to his chest, head bent low as if he were trying to make himself smaller, or perhaps invisible. Baz had long since succeeded at both: he was a ghost, a hermit, a curiosity only whispered about in the darkest corners of the college.

The Timespinner.

Such rare magic, even for one of the Eclipse-born.

Baz turned toward the fountain. Rich brown eyes met hers, and were it not for the thick-framed glasses they hid behind, Emory might have thought it was Romie staring back at her. They had the same pale, freckled skin, the same protruding ears. But Baz lacked his sister’s sense of mischief, that dreamy, faraway look Romie would get that always infuriated her professors. The bright curiosity that had spread like wildfire until it consumed all she was and could have been.

Baz’s eyes held none of Romie’s bold fire, only timid uncertainty as he greeted her with an awkward, “Emory.”

He looked like he might make a run for it to avoid this conversation altogether. She couldn’t blame him.

“You missed the assembly,” Emory said, if only just to say something. To fill the silence and drown out the guilt that threatened to choke her as Romie’s face flashed in her mind—not as it had appeared in life, but as Emory last remembered seeing it: pale and stark in those fateful moments before the sea took her away.

How Baz must resent her, for surviving what his sister had not.

He blinked toward the assembly hall, where laughter sounded as students spilled into the quad. “I guess I did.”

From his expression, Emory couldn’t quite work out if he’d missed it on purpose or forgotten about the assembly entirely. She noted the tightness around his mouth and wondered when the last time he’d laughed was. She remembered how quick he’d been to smile as a boy, in what now felt like another lifetime entirely. When she and Romie and him had attended boarding school together, sneaking out to run barefoot in the wildflower fields behind it, as free and unburdened as the gulls they would chase down to the beach.

Baz adjusted the weight of the books in his arms. “How are you? How’ve you been?”

Emory swallowed past the lump in her throat, forcing a smile. “Fine.”

Through the nearby cloisters, she spotted Keiran with his group of friends. Their talk of heading down to the beach for the start-of-term bonfires carried on the breeze, and though Keiran’s attention was on them, Emory got the distinct impression he’d been looking at her only a moment before.

“We missed you at the funeral.”

Her attention snapped back to Baz. There was no bitterness in his voice, no reproach. And that made it so much worse because if he knew the truth, if he knew what really happened in those caves, he wouldn’t have wanted her there to begin with.

Emory’s cheeks reddened as she tried to think of an excuse, but the truth of it was, she had none. She’d meant to go, had told him she would when he’d invited her right before they left for the summer. But the thought of facing Romie’s mother, of lying to Baz about what happened, of saying goodbye to her best friend while Emory herself got to live… She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t stand the empathic way Baz looked at her now, couldn’t bear this guilt that clawed at her insides, knowing he must have so many questions, none of which she could answer.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly, averting her gaze. “I, uh… I have to get going. But I’ll see you around?”

Baz hugged his books tighter, shoulders drooping in relief or disappointment, she couldn’t tell.

Emory couldn’t get away from him fast enough.

Reaching her old dorm room felt like crossing an ocean. The underclassmen dorms stood on the far side of campus, a plain stone building overrun with ivy where students of all houses were mixed in together, paired off into rooms no matter the sigil inked on their skin. It was only in their third year at Aldryn that they joined the housing facilities specific to their respective lunar houses.

Emory fumbled miserably with the key to her room until the lock gave way at last and she hurried inside, head falling back against the door. She blew a heavy sigh, grateful for the quiet.

Her breath caught painfully as she took in the room.

On one side was her narrow metal-frame bed just as she’d left it, with its dark linens and duvet perfectly tucked in. There was the tall mahogany armoire where her clothes lay forgotten and the small desk crammed in the corner, still covered with neatly stacked books and fountain pens. Everything appeared untouched by the passing of time, as though the past four months never happened, and Emory had never left, and everything was still the same as it once was.

Except it wasn’t, because the other side of the room—Romie’s side of the room—was bare.

The bed was still there, the armoire and the desk, but everything that had made it Romie’s—the mismatched art and obscure books, the messy piles of clothes and rare, prickly plants, the forgotten cups of tea and plates riddled with crumbs… all those things were gone now, taken away like the tide took Romie herself.

There was not a trace of her left, but Emory’s mind conjured her all the same, recalling the last time they’d been here together.

That day, Romie had been hunched over her desk, swathed in a shaft of dwindling sunlight that made her shoulder-length hair shine copper. When Emory came in, she startled, knocking over a teacup.

“Tides, are you trying to give me a heart attack?” Irritation laced her words as she righted the cup. Dusk, the stray cat she’d found on the school grounds their first week at Aldryn and taken in despite the rules against keeping pets in the dorms, jumped off her lap with an indignant meow to perch on the windowsill instead.

Emory dropped her books on her own desk. “Well, it is a new moon. Could be a good way to test my healing skills on a live subject.”

Romie didn’t seem in the mood for jokes. She furiously wiped the tea from the papers stacked haphazardly on her desk, angling her body as if to shield them from Emory.

“What’s so interesting you couldn’t be bothered to meet me for supper? I was stuck listening to Penelope talk about Darkbearer magic for what felt like hours.”

Emory tried to keep her tone light, but it came out sharp-edged. Loaded. She couldn’t help it: Romie had been acting all kinds of strange lately, constantly disregarding their plans, withdrawn and secretive in a way she’d never been before. In truth, Emory had noticed a change in her from the moment they’d arrived at Aldryn. She hadn’t wanted to see it at first, blaming their heavy workload and differing schedules for the rift that had opened between them. They’d known each other since they were ten years old. They’d shared everything. But something had shifted, and Emory was too scared to ask why that was—too scared of losing her one true friend.

“Just research,” Romie said distractedly as she gathered her tea-stained papers and stuffed them in her satchel.

Emory eyed the rumpled state of Romie’s clothes, her unmade bed. “Have you been here sleeping all afternoon?”

“I was practicing. You know, Dreamer stuff.”

Dreamer stuff. It was what she’d been saying for the past few months, brushing off every moment she spent in the sleepscape—the realm of dreams—like it was nothing. Like it wasn’t hollowing her out, depleting her of the bright energy she used to glow with.

“You can’t keep doing this, Ro. Missing class, spending all that time in dreams? It can’t be healthy.”

“I’m fine.”

“The bags under your eyes beg to differ.”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

Romie shouldered her bag and moved toward the door. Something gripped Emory at the sight of her hand on the knob, as though she knew that if Romie walked out then, the rift between them would become an unbridgeable chasm.

“Ro. I’m serious. Is everything all right with you?”

She watched the tension in her friend’s shoulders ease, and when Romie turned to her, lips upturned in a signature smile, brown eyes molten in the golden hour light, she thought perhaps she might have imagined these past weeks, months—that everything might still be the same between them.

“Everything’s fine, Em.” She stood there for a moment, and though her smile never wavered, a shadow of doubt darkened her face. Emory thought she might come clean then, finally spill the secrets she’d been letting consume her, but Romie merely pulled the door open and said, “I’ll see you later, all right?”

Once the door shut behind her, Emory looked at Romie’s desk, too curious and concerned to let it go. Forgotten beneath a vial of salt water, half stained with tea, was a piece of parchment artfully burnt around the edges. The letters S.O. were stamped in the middle of the note. Emory flipped it over, where an inscription had been written in sprawling silver script: Dovermere Cove, 10 p.m.

She put the note back where she found it, dread making her mouth taste like ash. Students tended to avoid Dovermere Cove because of the dark stain its infamous sea caves cast on it. Tales of all the drownings that took place there over the years were the first thing freshmen were told when starting at Aldryn. There were always a few foolhardy students who went into the caves looking to prove something to their peers, though Emory didn’t think Romie would be reckless enough to do so. Yet when the clock neared ten and Romie still hadn’t come back to their room, panic seized her. She looked at the note again, wondering what S.O. might stand for and if it had anything to do with Romie’s change in behavior.

Unable to shake this sense of foreboding in her bones, Emory pocketed the note and went down to Dovermere Cove just in time to see Romie and seven other students slip into the caves where they would meet their end.

Emory shook the haunting image of that night from her mind. The room suddenly felt too stuffy. Too small. She rushed to the stained-glass window between the beds and threw it open wide, letting the breeze in to kiss her face. She took a deep breath, then another, and the panic that wanted to pull her under slowly receded.

Pressing her forehead against the window frame, she swore softly.

Maybe coming back to Aldryn had been a mistake. All summer, she had been able to pretend that dreadful night at the caves had never happened. She could look out at the Aldersea and not feel the weight of her guilt pressing down on her, because even though home and Aldryn bordered the same sea, they did not share the same shore, nor the same painful memories of darkness and drowning. But now Emory glanced at her friend’s empty side of the room, and all she could see were the things she could have done differently.

If she’d said something to keep Romie from walking out that door. If she hadn’t gone after her. If she hadn’t been inside those caves. If she’d been quick enough, powerful enough, to save everyone, healed them as she’d healed herself…

If she had stayed home, she wouldn’t have to wonder. She could shut everything out and not have to face this suffocating guilt.

But she had tried doing exactly that this summer. Sheltered up in her room, ignoring everything and everyone until the sight of that mark on her wrist and the spiraling nightmares of that night and this feeling of wrongness in her blood drove her out of her stupor at last, and she’d known that she had no choice but to go back. To seek answers as to why those students went into the caves and ensure no one else met the same fate.

It was what Romie would have done had their roles been reversed.

The hint of a voice slithered in through the still-open window, or maybe it was just the breeze. In the courtyard below, Emory glimpsed Keiran near the fountain. The ghost of his gaze on her lingered, the intensity of it raising the hairs on the back of her neck.

You’re alive. You’re all right.

She promptly shut the window, throwing the room into silence once more, and made her way to the armoire.

She had a bonfire to go to.
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2 BAZ




IT WAS NOT UNUSUAL FOR Baz Brysden to lose track of time, which truly had to be the height of all irony, given the nature of his magic.

A book was all it ever took to hold him captive, make him forget to eat, to sleep, to exist in his own body. Naturally, nothing contented him more than libraries, and Aldryn College had plenty of those to indulge his fondness. Four, to be exact: a library for each of the main lunar houses, and a fifth if you counted the small collection amassed down in Obscura Hall, home of the Eclipse students. Though Baz firmly believed that a few shelves of dusty tomes in a severely underused classroom did not a library make, even if it did offer the quietest backdrop for studying—even quieter now, he supposed, with Kai gone.

And then there was the Vault. The heart of all knowledge, hidden in Aldryn’s lower levels at the juncture between its four libraries. It housed some of the world’s most precious and ancient texts, carefully warded against thieves and unwanted eyes and the cruel passage of time. Only a select few professors and students were ever granted access, and only if the dean of students herself allowed it.

Three long years at Aldryn, and Baz had not once stepped foot in the Vault, despite all the research he helped Professor Selandyn with, which often required the perusal of such texts as those found in the Vault. But the aging Eclipse professor—who was an Omnilinguist, a play on Unraveler magic that allowed her to understand and speak any language she encountered, a rather benign ability as far as Eclipse magic went, yet one which brought her wide respect—was peculiar when it came to her books and her research.

She trusted Baz implicitly as her teaching assistant, yet she never let him do much more than run errands and transcribe her handwritten notes on his typewriter, a near-impossible task given the illegibility of her penmanship, but one he’d come to master all the same.

Today was different. Professor Selandyn needed a book for her new research topic—the mythology surrounding the disappearance of the Tides—and had sent him to retrieve it from the Vault in her place.

“It’s your last year of undergrad,” she’d told him this morning when he’d gone to see her instead of heading to the assembly hall. “It’s time I start giving you more responsibilities if you’re serious about becoming a professor.”

He’d heard the unspoken words in the ensuing silence, seen the truth of them in the grief she wore like a shawl: that with Kai gone and Baz the only one left under her tutelage, her heart wasn’t in it, the teaching. That he would likely be leading his studies himself this year while she remained in her office with her books and research and endless supply of tea.

The Vault’s permissions desk was manned by a vaguely familiar student. Her Waxing Moon tattoo, a muted silver crescent entwined with a creeping vine of blooming indigo hollyhocks, was stark against the tawny brown of her hand, which held up an all-too-familiar book: Song of the Drowned Gods. One of the newer editions, from the looks of it. A thrum of excitement ran through Baz. He wasn’t one for small talk—or any social interaction, really, something Romie had constantly reminded him of, always trying to get him to engage in anything other than his books—but if he must speak to people, he didn’t mind it being about this.

“Has the scholar found the other worlds yet?”

The girl’s mouth quirked up as she set her book down. “Just the sea of ash, but I’m almost at the part where he finds the Wychwood.”

“The rib cage that wraps around the heart of the world,” Baz recited.

The girl dramatically pressed a hand over her heart. “My favorite.” She gave him a rueful smile.

Baz palmed the back of his neck, incapable of thinking up more words. Behind the desk was an impressive silver door set into the crude stone wall, wrought with intricate motifs of frothy waves and the Tides of Fate themselves, fitting guardians for what lay beyond.

“You have your permission slip?” the girl asked.

He set his pile of books down on the counter and pulled the prized piece of paper from his bag, excitement tingling at his fingertips.

The clerk’s gaze caught on his outstretched hand, and any warmth that had been in her eyes vanished as she made sense of the sigil inked on his skin.

Baz had always thought the Eclipse insignia was the most striking of the house sigils: a dark moon eclipsing a golden sunflower, the petals of which were rendered in the finest of details. Yet it was deceiving, that delicate beauty, for nothing about House Eclipse was delicate, nor particularly beautiful. Especially not in the eyes of other students.

The girl’s smile faltered. Recognition dawned, as it tended to do.

Baz fought to keep his own smile from slipping. “Dean Fulton signed off on it this morning,” he said, still holding the slip aloft between them.

Every second the girl didn’t grab for it left a dent in the armor around his heart. He was used to it by now, the unease that spread like wildfire whenever people realized who he was. What he was. It never stung any less, though, and after his encounter with Emory in the quad, the way she’d brushed him off as if scared to be in his presence for longer than was necessary, the sting went deeper than ever.

He still remembered a time when Emory had been enthralled by all things Eclipse. When she hadn’t looked at him the way everyone else did, as if he were a ticking time bomb ready to go off. Back then, she’d made him feel like there was more to him than his magic. Tides, she’d gone so far as to make him like his magic, a sentiment that felt as foreign to him now as the budding friendship they’d once had, long since withered to dust.

At last, the clerk reached for his slip. She read it over carefully, scribbling things in the ledger in front of her. Silence roared around them. Were he any less careful, Baz might have turned back time, wound the minutes back to before he showed his hand and that Shadow-cursed sigil that always made people treat him differently. But time ticked painfully on until, finally, the girl rummaged through a drawer and handed him a delicate silver cuff.

“Special protocol for Eclipse students,” she explained, sounding almost apologetic. “In case you…” She made a vague motion with her hand. “You know.”

Her meaning was clear: in case his magic slipped, becoming so uncontrollable that it brought about his Collapsing, a gruesome imploding of the self that awaited Eclipse-born who couldn’t keep their magic in check.

“Right.” Baz grabbed the magic damper, trying to fight the flush creeping up his neck.

The damper was more symbolic than anything, a mere show of good faith, given he could easily take it off himself. He didn’t mind wearing it—he was a stickler for rules, after all—but on the rare occasions he was required to do so, all he could think of was how dampers were made of Eclipse magic, silver imbued with the power of Nullifiers, which was one of the more common gifts among Eclipse-born. Add to this the fact that this same magic was used on those who Collapsed—branded onto their skin to permanently seal off their magic—and the irony alone was enough to make him sick.

“Sorry,” the girl mumbled. “Necessary precaution.”

Baz wished he could disappear forever.

A part of him understood, though. Eclipse magic was erratic, unpredictable. Nothing like the structured, limited thing the other lunar houses practiced. And if he were to suffer his Collapsing while in the presence of such invaluable books…

A necessary precaution, indeed.

Baz dutifully snapped the damper around his wrist as the clerk mumbled another apology. “It’s fine,” he assured her.

Fine, Emory had said in the quad, even though she’d appeared anything but. It had been written all over her pallid face, how haunted and hollow she was. Baz couldn’t reconcile that girl with the one who lived in his memory—blue eyes crinkled in laughter, hair whipping behind her like strands of gold as she ran ahead of him in the fields of their youth, trying to catch up to his sister. It was as if the most vibrant piece of her had drowned last spring, lain to rest with Romie in the depths of Dovermere.

The way she’d brushed off her absence at Romie’s funeral as if she’d missed something as trivial as a study session or a coffee date… Baz tried not to let it irk him. He could only imagine the sort of trauma she must be dealing with. If he’d been in her shoes, he likely wouldn’t have had much strength for the funeral either. He’d already been holding on by a thread as it was, trying to organize everything on his own while his mother wallowed in her grief.

But it would have been nice to have Emory there. To not have to bear the burden of grief alone.

The clerk cleared her throat, tapping her pen against the ledger. “The rules are as follows: You’re granted thirty minutes inside the Vault. In this allotted time, you’re welcome to peruse the Vault’s collection, but you may not take any other title than the one you’ve been approved for.” She glanced at the permission slip and quirked a brow at the title inked at the top. “The Tides of Fate and the Shadow of Ruin: A Theological Study into the History of Lunar Magics by Hoyaken et al.”

Baz mumbled something about it being for research, suddenly aware of how dull it must sound. The mythology surrounding the Tides and the Shadow was prevalent in their modern world, but it had long since stopped being something people truly believed in, as it once had been. Nowadays it was a fable they were told as children, an origin story for their magic—and the source of much of the deep-rooted contempt that House Eclipse was held in.

“You’ll find your book in aisle H. There’s another clerk inside if you need help finding your way. Lastly, magic is strictly prohibited while you’re in the Vault.” The girl gave him a sidelong glance. “Though I guess that won’t be a problem.”

The cuff seemed to burn against his skin.

“Any questions?”

Baz eyed the copy of Song of the Drowned Gods she’d set on the counter. Though it might be Professor Selandyn’s research that got him into the Vault, the only title Baz longed to find was his favorite book’s original manuscript. To touch the very pages that Cornus Clover himself had written upon. For fans like Baz, it was already privilege enough to walk the halls of Aldryn knowing Clover had been a student here long ago, to sit in the same classrooms and haunt the same libraries late at night. Very few ever got the chance to set eyes on his actual manuscript.

Baz had hoped to be one of them, but the clerk’s unease pressed against him, and all he could do was shake his head no.

He’d find his own way to the manuscript, if time permitted.

The girl proceeded to unlock the silver door behind her with an odd-looking key. The door pushed outward before sliding left, hissing across the stone floor as muted light spilled from within. She turned to Baz, blocking the way inside.

“You’re Romie’s brother, aren’t you? The Timespinner?”

Baz blinked at the familiar way she said his sister’s name, trying not to flinch at the sound of that Tides-damned title. Timespinner.

Spoken with a terrible sort of awe.

He nodded past the lump in his throat.

“She was quite the Dreamer,” the girl said, and though her eyes were shaded so that Baz couldn’t see the fondness in them, he heard it well enough in the soft lilt of her voice.

It didn’t surprise him, really. Romie had been a bright light who effortlessly pulled people in. He’d always admired her carefree attitude, this ease with which she moved and talked and dreamed. A part of him might have even envied her for it.

Tides, he missed her.

The clerk stepped aside, and Baz promptly went through the door, the magic of old books beckoning him forward.

“Aisle C, by the way,” the girl called after him. She looked at him over her copy of Song of the Drowned Gods as she settled back in her seat. “That’s where you’ll find the manuscript.”

The silver door shut, seemingly of its own accord, and Baz stood alone in the Vault.

He wound his way down a narrow stone corridor lined with elaborate bronze sconces all alit with magicked everlight, a centuries-old invention the Lightkeepers of House Full Moon had perfected that stood the test of time even against the rise of electricity. The corridor seemed to go on forever until it spilled into a large, circular room around which were additional passages, these ones lined with books. It gave Baz the impression of standing at the center of a clockface, the aisles like the clock’s minute marks. Up and up the rows of shelves climbed, all the way to the vaulted ceiling above, where a curtain of water fell from an opening in its middle.

Baz approached the marble rail in the center of the room. He could almost touch the delicate waterfall on the other side, felt its cold mist on his face. He knew the water came from the Fountain of Fate up in the quad, which must be directly overhead. It spilled into the darkness below his feet, too far down for him to discern the bottom, if there was one at all.

For once, Baz was all too aware of time slipping by, and so he promptly made his way to the H aisle, where The Tides of Fate and the Shadow of Ruin was easy enough to find. It was quite possibly one of the largest books he’d ever seen; his arms buckled under the weight of it as he heaved it off its shelf.

He knew better by now than to question Professor Selandyn’s research, no matter how tired or innocuous or ludicrous her topics might seem at first. He’d once helped her compile a list of lesser-known swamps around the world and was awed at the brilliant paper she then produced on the varying effects of salt water and fresh water used in bloodletting practices. And last year, when she had researched the influence of blood moons over the mating tendencies of bloody-belly comb jellyfish, Baz thought she might have finally gone mad; the award she received for that paper proved him wrong.

Beatrix Selandyn’s mind was praised in every academic circle there was. At Aldryn, at least, she didn’t experience the kind of antagonism other Eclipse-born did, and was instead widely respected. Baz knew how lucky he was to be her assistant. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder why she’d decided to research a myth that pinned their very own house as the villain.

Once, before the Tides vanished, as the myth went, magic was said to have been accessible to all, no matter the moon phase one was born to. People could divine the future and make plants grow and produce light and darkness and walk into dreams and reap lives all at once, so long as they made offerings to the Tides. But when the deities left their shores, they splintered magic into lunar houses and tidal alignments, making it so that those with magic could only practice the single ability they were born with.

And because the Tides were thought to have forsaken their world in order to defeat the Shadow of Ruin—the dark, unhallowed figure associated with House Eclipse—naturally, the Eclipse-born had shouldered the blame for centuries. People believed Eclipse magic was stolen from the Tides, something that should never have belonged to them. They were the outliers of magic wielders, a rarity not entirely belonging to the sacred lunar cycle the world revolved around, and as such, everything about them was made to be contrary:

Where others had their sigils tattooed on their right hand, the Eclipse-born had theirs on their left.

While each of the four main lunar houses was associated with one of the Tides, theirs was linked to the Shadow, the bringer of bad omens, the great eye in the sky that shadowed the world and gave those like Baz their odd, twisted powers.

And while the other houses’ magics followed a careful cycle—a fully formed thing only during one’s ruling lunar phase, thus only accessible for a few days every month unless called upon through bloodletting—Eclipse magic could be accessed at all times, no matter the moon’s position. No bloodletting needed.

That kind of relentless power… some people were envious of it, but it was a burden. A curse. It was why Baz kept to books and knowledge, choosing to hone his mind rather than testing the limits of his time-bending ability. He knew many would kill to have such a gift even if it belonged to House Eclipse, seeing it as power unmatched, a force to rival gods, a way to unmake the very fabric of life as they knew it. Baz himself had thought of using it to undo the things that haunted him most—his sister’s death, his father’s Collapsing—but he would never dare risk it. Time was of a slippery nature, and Eclipse magic was not to be trifled with. It was because of this that Baz wished to become a professor here at Aldryn, why he’d wanted to be Professor Selandyn’s assistant. He’d seen one too many Eclipse-born consumed by their power, and maybe this way, he could help prevent more of them from Collapsing.

Baz lugged the heavy book back to the center of the Vault, where he glanced around for the other aisle the clerk had mentioned. It was only a couple of rows down, and there was no sign of her colleague, nor anyone else, for that matter.

He couldn’t resist: he headed down the C aisle.

The Song of the Drowned Gods manuscript was displayed on a delicate easel inside a locked glass box. It was nothing but flimsily bound yellowing pages, but the sight of the fading title on its battered cover made Baz’s soul stir. How he longed to feel it in his hands, to read the words as Clover had initially thought them.

He looked over a shoulder, then the other. Would it be so wrong of him to break the rules just this once? He might never get another chance to step foot in the Vault…

Without thinking, Baz set The Tides of Fate and the Shadow of Ruin next to the glass case and unclasped the silver cuff around his wrist. Power thrummed in answer, deep in his veins. Before he could change his mind, he called his magic forward, ever so carefully. It was a small enough thing to reach for the threads of time linked to this particular lock, to seize the one that led to a time where it was unlocked.

With a click, the mechanism on the case gave way, the glass panel opened at his touch, and there was Song of the Drowned Gods, his for the taking.

Baz felt like the scholar in the story, reaching for a strange book that might carry him to other worlds. He put on a pair of white cotton gloves meant for handling old texts and took it reverentially between his hands, flipping to the first page.

“There is a world at the center of all things where drowned gods reign over a sea of ash,” he read aloud. He held his breath and waited to find himself beneath the colorless skies he’d read so often about, a foolish, childish part of him daring to hope it might actually work.

But there were no such things as portals, no matter how transportive a piece of writing might be.

Baz laughed at himself. Curious, he flipped to the back of the book, where there was evidence of a single ripped-out page, all that was left of it now a torn fringe scarring the spine. He’d heard the rumors, of course, of an apparent epilogue discarded before the story ever made it to print. Kai had talked about it all the time, obsessed with theories on what Clover might have written.

“Maybe it ends with it all having been one big fucked-up dream,” he’d joked. “Or maybe the scholar inhaled too much moldy old book fumes and went on some wild psychedelic trip.”

Baz had rolled his eyes at him. “Like Clover would have stooped so low.”

“Guess we’ll never know, will we?”

Baz gently flipped through the rest of the pages, conscious of the time slipping past. He thought of using his magic again to make the minutes stretch just a bit longer, but one bent rule was already too much. He was about to put the manuscript back in its glass box when a piece of paper fell from it, landing at his feet. For a delirious moment, Baz believed it might be the lost epilogue, but it was only a note scribbled in haste, ink bleeding on a torn bit of paper. And the penmanship…

He knew those curving letters, that needlessly elaborate question mark:

The call heard between the stars = DOVERMERE?

FIND EPILOGUE

The floor pitched beneath his feet. He read the note again and again, his throat constricting with the impossibility of what he was holding, something even more delicate and precious than the manuscript itself.

It was Romie’s handwriting, no doubt about it.

She had underlined DOVERMERE multiple times, with such vigor Baz was shocked her pen hadn’t pierced the paper. The note cut off abruptly, that final E in EPILOGUE trailing into a messy scribble that told Baz she’d been in a hurry.

He couldn’t make sense of it. His sister had never cared for Song of the Drowned Gods, or at least had long since grown out of it, always teasing him about his obsession with what was essentially a children’s book. So why the sudden interest in Clover’s manuscript and its lost epilogue? How had she even gotten permission to come down here?

He ran a finger along that scribble, wondering if she might have been here without permission. If she’d been startled or caught while writing this note, leading her to leave it in the manuscript’s pages.

His insides thrummed as he recalled a conversation he’d had with her a few months before the drowning—before everything between them had soured. They’d gone home for the Winter Solstice, and Romie had been whistling a maddening tune under her breath the whole week they were there. When Baz finally snapped and asked her what in the Deep that gods-awful singing was, her eyes had sparked with that dreamy look she’d often get.

“It’s this song I hear in my dreams sometimes.” She’d grabbed his dog-eared copy of Song of the Drowned Gods from his hands, laughing at his indignation. “Just like in your precious story.”

Baz had snorted at that. “So you’re hearing the divine, now?”

“Or maybe,” she’d whispered in a mock conspiratorial tone, “it’s the guardian luring me to his gate.”

“That’s not—the guardian didn’t lure anyone.”

“He literally knew the drowned gods were tricksters and still thought it was a good idea to draw everyone a map to their doorstep or whatever. I’d call that luring.”

She wasn’t entirely wrong. In the story, the young guardian in the fourth realm was the one to guide the story’s heroes to the very gates of the sea of ash, where they would eventually free the drowned gods—only to be trapped there in their place. If the gods were the composers of this devious orchestra, the guardian was their favorite instrument with which to sing their trap. And he was all too willing to be bent and shaped to their will because he believed he could outwit them, defy the grim fate he knew awaited him and his companions. But the gods could not be vanquished, and in the end his naivety led the other heroes and himself to their doom.

Romie had hummed that maddening song again as she flipped through the illustrated pages of his book. “Tempting to follow it, isn’t it?”

And what if that was exactly what she’d done?

A metallic sound made Baz jump. There was a scuttle of feet, a sharp voice in the distance. The sense that his time was up prickled against his skin.

He was no longer welcome here.

Baz stuffed the note in his pocket before locking the manuscript away, discarding the white gloves, and clasping the damper around his wrist once more. With his heavy book tucked under an arm, he hurried back to the center of the Vault, where he caught a silhouette disappearing down the H aisle, footsteps echoing in its wake. The clerk’s colleague, no doubt, looking to tell him his thirty minutes were up.

Feeling like he was going to be sick, Baz slid down the narrow corridor out of the Vault. Behind the permissions desk, the clerk looked at him over her reading, oblivious to the way his heart was racing.

“Find everything all right?”

Baz gave a distracted nod as he handed her the cuff and the massive tome. She stamped the checkout card, and Baz muttered his thanks, carrying the weight of his newly acquired book and his old ones and all his unanswered questions back up to the quad.

She was quite the Dreamer, the clerk had said of his sister.

And she was. Had been. Not just in the way her tidal alignment made her—a Dreamer of House Waning Moon, able to slip into people’s dreaming as easily as she might slip into their hearts—but a true dreamer in every sense of the word, bold and mercurial and more bright-eyed than any star in the sky.

Romie was the antithesis of Baz’s own narrow existence. She never understood how content he was to sit alone with a book, nor why he desired to stay at Aldryn after finishing undergrad. She herself had rebelled against such small aspirations, wanting to experience everything she could while at Aldryn before leaving to see the world and find her place in it. She could never quite forgive him for not dreaming as big.

There’s only so much of life you can experience through books, Baz, she would scoff at him.

But books allowed Baz to dream without fear of falling.

Because that was the thing about dreaming, wasn’t it? Those who dreamed too big and reached too far were bound to fall, in the end. And if Romie had reached for something beyond her understanding, if her wild notions had led her to Dovermere and the death waiting for her in its depths…

There was one person who might have answers for him. One person who knew his sister better than he ever could.

Perhaps it was more than just grief that haunted Emory.
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3 EMORY




THE SETTING SUN LINGERED ON the horizon as Emory cut across town toward the beach. The college town of Cadence stood near the northernmost tip of Elegy, an island in the middle of the Aldersea flanked by the much larger Trevel in the east, the sprawling Constellation Isles in the south, and the vast Outerlands that curved around all of it. If the world was a spiral, Elegy marked the very center of it, and Cadence was by far its best feature. It was smaller than the port city of Threnody south of here, and much quainter, too, a postcard-perfect sight with stone cottages and tidy fenced-in gardens and weeping willows dancing in the breeze. And though it had lost some of its charm in Emory’s eyes, tainted as it now was by the drownings, it certainly hadn’t lost its appeal with other students.

Groups and pairs of them ambled down the cobblestone streets, filing in and out of cafés and taverns, leaving the busy corner store with handfuls of provisions Emory assumed were for the bonfires: cheap liquor bottles, packets of crisps, sausages for grilling, bundles of firewood, and canisters of gasoline. Students would also be burning whatever notebooks or knickknacks from the previous year they didn’t want to hold on to, as was tradition. A way to cleanse the past and start the cycle anew. Romie had loved it.

Emory took her shoes off once she reached the beach that stretched the length of town, white sand bordered by rippling tall grass. Idle chatter and carefree laughter pervaded the air, a dozen fires already crackling to life. She stuck to the shadows, trying to remain invisible, wary of the tide coming in. It was deceitfully beautiful, devouring the shore one gently cresting wave at a time. But the Aldersea remained quiet, no voice calling her name.

Still, the farther she walked, the more untamed the beach became, the sparser the fires and laughter. Emory braced for what awaited around the next bend. She thought briefly of turning back, finding the safety of her room, but the absence of Romie filled every empty corner of it with suffocating reproach.

She had to do this. For her.

Dovermere Cove greeted her like the revenant she was. Dark waves battered against the towering seaside cliffs, echoing the thundering in her chest. The cave mouth on the far side of the cove grinned at her wickedly.

There were more students here than Emory expected. Thrill-seekers who wanted to be close to Dovermere and its dark pull for whatever twisted reason. She saw a few of them passing around jars of moonbrew, a potent concoction meant to open one’s senses to the moon and tides to better honor the dead. But there was no solemn remembrance in the gesture; they seemed to do it only for show, getting drunk on it the way they would on any cheap bottle of wine.

It sparked anger in her, bitter defensiveness. Had they even known the students who drowned? Surely their grief couldn’t be more than an abstract thing, a pale shade of the monster clawing at her own insides. She wanted to grab those bottles from their hands, smash them on the sand, wipe away their careless smiles.

His eyes met hers over one of the fires, as if called by the violence in her mind.

A chill ran through her as Keiran Dunhall Thornby stared at her for the second time that day. Flames danced golden on his skin and gilded his carefully styled-back hair, a few chestnut locks of which fell across his forehead. He was the picture of ease and nonchalance, sprawled as he was on the sand and leaning back against an impressive piece of driftwood. His pants were rolled up past his ankles, bare feet resting near the fire. A stark contrast to the last time she’d seen him here.

Beside him was a boy with umber skin, his throat bared to the moonless sky as he roared with laughter, and a girl with chin-length hair the color of flames, her painted lips curled up in amusement as she brought a bottle of sparkling wine to her mouth. Emory knew of them: Virgil Dade and Lizaveta Orlov. Along with Keiran, they were considered Aldryn’s elite, upperclassmen who had money and power written all over them, from the clothes on their backs to the way they held themselves. A certain aura hung over the three of them, as if they stood a world apart from the rest of the students gathered on the beach.

Virgil nudged Lizaveta as he noticed Emory watching them. Recognition shone on both their faces. Other people on the beach were staring at her now too. Look, it’s the girl who survived the Beast, someone said. What in the Deep is she doing back here?

Because that was all she was to them: a nameless curiosity, just the girl who’d made it out alive and was silly enough to come back.

She knew what Romie would have done in her place. She’d have spun this in her favor, held her head high and refused to be made a victim everyone tiptoed around and gossiped about. She would have walked right up to Keiran and his friends with that bold confidence of hers, said some witty comment or another, and everyone would have laughed and moved on.

Emory wasn’t Romie—something she’d been painfully aware of all her life—but she would need to be to get the answers she sought.

Keiran’s voice reached her before her forced bravado could slip. “Care to join us, Ainsleif?”

Her stomach tied itself into knots at the sound of her last name on his lips. It felt both strangely personal and othering. Keiran was smiling at her with a lazy tilt of his mouth, as if the waterlogged corpses strewn on the banks of this very cove were a distant, forgotten memory.

Emory couldn’t forget. The images were starkly imprinted on her mind: the loud clattering of her teeth, the echo of it running through her bones, the cold and the dread and the numbness in her soul. The odd way Serena Velan’s and Dania Azula’s limbs had been bent on the sand, Daphné Dioré’s unseeing eyes, and the bluish tint of Harlow Kerr’s lips. The spiral etched just below the palm of their upturned hands, the strange mark no longer a faint gleaming silver like her own but black—the lines of it smudging together like too much ink bleeding on paper.

She tried to push it all down. To breathe so she could get on with what she came here to do. She forced a bashful smile, kicking at the sand. “That’s okay. I don’t want to intrude.”

“Nonsense, you must join us,” Virgil said, earning a disbelieving stare from Lizaveta. He snatched the bottle from her hand. “Plenty of this to go around, and we’d love the company, truly. Isn’t that right, Lizaveta?”

They exchanged a loaded look until Lizaveta turned to Emory with a tight-lipped smile. “If the boys insist.”

“The more the merrier.” Virgil grinned.

Keiran watched Emory with a feigned nonchalance that crawled under her skin. Like he was testing her, waiting to see if she’d be dumb enough to say something about that night—about the mark they both had—in front of his friends.

Two could play this game, Emory thought. And if she had to drink and exchange pleasantries to get her answers, so be it.

She sat next to him on the sand, wiping her clammy hands on her corduroy pants. The bottle was passed around until her fingers curled around the neck of it, brushing Keiran’s as they did. His Full Moon tattoo reflected the firelight, a silvery disk with a stalk of white orchids curved around it, the opposite of the dark sigil on her own hand. Emory felt his eyes on her as she took a sip, acutely aware of the quiet intensity in them.

“I’m surprised to see you out here,” Keiran said conversationally. The words After what happened last spring hung unspoken in the air.

“I’m not,” Virgil chirped with a lopsided grin, giving Emory an appreciative once-over. “There’s a certain undeniably attractive quality to death and tragedy.” He swept a hand to the students on the beach, a few of which were still glancing at Emory. “We simply can’t keep away from it.”

Lizaveta rolled her eyes. “I think that’s just the Reaper in you talking, Virgil.”

Emory peered at the back of Virgil’s hand, where the sigil of House Waning Moon shone, a thin crescent curved around a deep purple poppy. Those who specialized in death magic had the most closely regulated tidal alignment outside of House Eclipse. But despite the grim nature of their power, it was far better regarded than any Eclipse magic ever was. Death, after all, was part of the holy cycle of life, something to be respected, revered—whereas Eclipse magics were deemed unnatural, something born beyond the perpetual cycle of the moon and tides.

Emory knew Reaper magic was rarely ever about death itself, but rather bringing an end to things. She supposed there was a certain beauty in that. Still, she couldn’t help the gooseflesh rising on her arms as Virgil’s dark eyes met hers from across the fire, and he said, “She’s a Healer. She gets it, this pull death has on us. I bet it’s why you came here, isn’t it?”

Behind him, Dovermere loomed like some ominous death god, thrumming a sinister heartbeat. He was right, in a sense. She’d needed to see it, this place that haunted her nightmares. It didn’t seem as threatening as she’d imagined it would, with the Aldersea sighing beneath a muted sky as sparks from the bonfires danced upward like homebound stars.

She swallowed past the lump in her throat and gave Virgil a sad smile. “I figured I’d need to face it eventually.”

Was that a glimmer of sympathy she caught in Keiran’s gaze? She could use that to her advantage, make him see her as this lost, broken thing he might take pity on if that got him talking.

She took another sip and handed Lizaveta the bottle, noting the crescent-and-hollyhock sigil of House Waxing Moon on the back of her hand. Emory couldn’t recall what her tidal alignment was.

“The girl who bested Dovermere,” Lizaveta mused. There was something almost grudging in her eyes as she sized Emory up. “You must be some Healer to have survived the Beast.”

Emory’s nails dug into her palms. The Belly of the Beast. It was what students called the very deepest cave within Dovermere, the point of no return. Its name was an apt one, for like any starved beast, it had jagged teeth and a habit of swallowing whole those who got too close; those who believed they could best it.

Virgil took the bottle from Lizaveta and tipped it toward Emory with a wink. “Ah, but what is death to a Healer, hmm?”

“Healers aren’t impervious to death, Virgil.” Lizaveta scowled. “No one is. Not even you Reapers.”

She was right, and no one was impervious to the dangers of Dovermere, either. To slip into the Beast and out before the sea could rise to trap them inside was no small feat. Tides were fickle things, and time itself tended to lose all meaning in the damp and gloom of Dovermere. It could slip away at a moment’s notice, and once the sea came rushing in, there was no way out but through. No way to vanquish the Beast but with magic and luck.

Emory was blessed to have had both on her side that night. With the new moon reigning the sky, her magic had been at its peak, same as it had been for Quince Travers and Serena Velan, the other two House New Moon students who’d been in the caves—one a Healer, the other a Darkbearer. The rest of them would have had to resort to bloodletting to access their abilities, given that their magic lay dormant in their blood until their own moon phase came around.

But the tide had not given them a chance to even try, death sweeping in too fast for any of them to react. Even Emory couldn’t remember reaching for her healing magic.

“One of the drowned students was a Healer too. Quince Travers.” Lizaveta’s gaze pierced Emory. “Did you know him?”

A shock of ginger hair, big eyes gawking at her as the tide came crashing in.

Emory shifted uncomfortably. “A little.”

They’d had nearly all their classes together, both being freshmen in the same lunar house, with the same tidal alignment. She’d never gotten to know him much outside of that, though. He’d been rather haughty, preferring to spend his time alone or with equally elitist upperclassmen.

“He was top of your class. Brilliant, I’m told.” Lizaveta tilted her head to the side, studying Emory like a cat assessing her prey. “Yet you survived and he did not.”

The silence hung heavy around them, as if the crackling fires and crashing waves and bouts of conversation were suddenly muffled, distant things.

“What’s your point?” Emory asked tightly.

“I just find it odd that most students who drowned were all top of their class. The best at the magic they specialized in. The Azula twins were in some of my advanced Waxing Moon classes despite being first-years. Romie Brysden was said to be the most prolific Dreamer of our generation. That Dioré girl was a fucking Wardcrafter; her protective magic alone should’ve been strong enough to save everyone, even through bloodletting. And then there’s Emory Ainsleif, a decent enough Healer, but nothing special, if rumors are to be believed. Mediocre at best. Yet the only one who made it out alive.”

Emory’s cheeks burned furiously.

Mediocre.

The word stung more than she cared to admit. All her life, she’d felt lacking where magic was concerned. She was mediocre, had never been the best at healing. She’d fought tooth and nail to earn her place at Aldryn, kept her head buried in books all through prep school because if she was doomed to be average at mastering the practical side of her magic, at least acing the theory behind it might give her a leg up.

Romie had been the complete opposite; everything seemed so innate for her. Emory had envied the effortless ease with which she mastered her own magic. In truth, she’d envied a lot of things about Romie. Call it the result of years standing in her shadow, of being an unnamed entity, wholly unremarkable compared to the bold and magnetic Rosemarie Brysden. While Romie was the life of any party, Emory usually stayed quiet and withdrawn in groups, intimidated by the way everyone around her had such smart opinions, witty retorts, and well-informed worldviews. It made her feel inadequate, like she had nothing of note to contribute. Of course, she wasn’t like that when she was alone with Romie, who would always try to coax that chattier, more self-assured version of her out when they were in larger groups. A social crutch Emory had gladly depended on.

Romie had the sort of effect on people that Emory always wanted for herself, like a dream that washed over them and wouldn’t let go. Always the most interesting person in a room, the funniest and liveliest and loudest in the best possible way, Romie knew exactly what to say and how to act, no matter who she was with. Being her best friend was enough to make Emory feel important. After all, she got to see a side of Romie no one else ever did, was privy to all her secrets and most sacred thoughts. She was the one Romie depended on to talk some sense into her when she was being too impulsive, the one Romie shared her deepest fears with when the rest of the world believed her to be fearless.

No one would ever dare call Romie mediocre.

Before Emory could say anything, Lizaveta waved a hand in the air. “Oh, but don’t mind me. Why anyone would risk their life going in those Tides-damned caves is beyond me, that’s all. Honestly, what’s the point?”

Virgil coughed on the sip he was taking, bubbles sprouting from his nose. Lizaveta took the bottle from him with a sly smile.

What’s the point?

It was exactly what Emory had asked herself every day since Dovermere. She dared to look at Keiran now, hoping to find some sort of answer on his face. It betrayed nothing as he looked between Virgil and Lizaveta with a faint smile of his own.

Virgil mastered himself enough to say, “There’s no point, Liza. Just foolish freshmen with their silly little initiations, same as every other year.”

“We’ve heard of the odd drowning over the years, sure, but this? Eight students at once? That’s no coincidence.” Lizaveta brought the bottle to her lips and looked at Emory. “So why did you go into those caves?”

Emory still wasn’t entirely sure. She told herself it was worry that had prompted her to follow Romie, concern for her friend and the odd way she’d been acting. Curiosity, too, for why would Romie be summoned to Dovermere, of all places? She never did figure out who or what S.O. stood for, nor why Romie had kept all of this from her in the first place.

And perhaps that had been the biggest factor of all: this underlying bitterness at the fact that her supposed best friend was keeping all these secrets from her. Resentment at not being included. Jealousy, this ugly, vicious beast that weighed shamefully on her now.

All she knew was that she’d gone after her in those caves despite every bone in her body protesting at the rashness of it all.

Emory remembered her labored breathing and erratic heartbeat as she wound deeper through the network of caverns, remembered standing transfixed at the mouth of the Belly of the Beast, watching as Romie and the others stepped onto the natural platform at the center of the vast grotto. There, a giant stalactite and an equally large stalagmite reached toward each other, linked by a fragile thread, like an hourglass that had withstood the tides’ whims since the beginning of time. Water trickled down the length of it, the wet rock striated with veins of silver, and at the base of the stalagmite was a great spiral carved in the stone, the ancient symbol resembling a conch, or a wave curling in on itself. Silver flowed toward it, hugging its curve like the deliberate brushstroke of some long-forgotten drowned god.

Lia Azula, a Waxing Moon student, had walked up to it as if in a trance. “I can’t believe it’s actually real,” she’d muttered, reverentially stroking the stone.

Her twin, Dania, had huffed. “I don’t think it was ever a question of whether the Hourglass was real or not but whether it can actually do what it’s supposed to.”

“So let’s get on with it.” This from Quince Travers, who’d been glancing impatiently at his watch, a greenish tint to his pale face. “Who knows how long we have left.”

“Relax, there’s like six hours between low and high tides,” Jordyn had laughed, hitting Travers hard on the back. “We’re swimming in time, Travy.”

“The only thing we’ll be swimming in is the tide that’s going to kill us all when it comes in quicker than expected,” Travers bit back. “This place messes with time. And don’t call me Travy, jerk.”

“Ass.”

“Boys,” Romie had warned loudly, extending her arms between the two of them. “If you’re quite finished, we have a ritual to perform. You can keep bickering like an old married couple once we’re out of here and everyone’s drunk enough to tolerate you. Got it?”

Romie’s tone had caught Emory off guard. Here was the Romie she knew and loved, with the snark and take-charge attitude that had disappeared the more secretive she’d grown. Still, Emory knew her well enough to notice the underlying tension in her words, the set of her jaw.

Romie was nervous—which could only mean something far more sinister was at work here.

The eight of them formed a circle around the rock, a perfectly unbroken cycle of the moon’s phases: Travers and Serena of House New Moon, Dania and Lia of House Waxing Moon, Daphné and Jordyn of House Full Moon, and Harlow and Romie of House Waning Moon. Each of them had produced a knife and sliced across their right palm, and there was nothing Emory could do but watch, biting down hard on her lip, as blood dripped down their hands. In unison, the students stepped forward and brought their bloodied hands flush against the rock, intoning what sounded like a prayer.

“To Bruma, who sprang from the darkness. To Anima, whose voice breathed life into the world. To Aestas, whose bountiful warmth and light protect us all. To Quies and the sleeping darkness she guides us through at the end of all things.”

For a second, or perhaps a minute or an hour, nothing happened.

Then something changed in the air, as if all the dampness in the grotto ceased to exist. The metallic hues lining the rock came to life. They pulsated with bright light, running up and down the length of the formation like rippling sand, the reflection of moonlight over water. Droplets of silver detached from the rock and hovered just above its surface like raindrops frozen in time.

In the dead silence, a faint whisper rose, making the hairs on the back of Emory’s neck stand. It beckoned her forward, as if the rock called to her. The others didn’t see her as she stepped onto the platform and picked up a discarded knife to slash her own palm, nor as she wedged herself between Romie and Travers and pressed her hand against the rock.

A tendril of silver mixed with the blood that pooled from her wound. It wrapped around her wrist, tethering her to the rock, and it was the cold of a thousand stars and the deepest of oceans, flaring like a brand so painful it brought tears to her eyes, tore a soundless scream from her throat.

Something prickled against her magic, and bright silver light flooded the Belly of the Beast.

Someone screamed.

Emory tried to wrench her hand from the rock but was rooted to it, to that burning cold liquid searing her skin.

Then all at once the light vanished, and Emory brought her trembling hand up to her face, blinking at the silver spiral inked on her blood-streaked wrist, a mirror image of the glyph on the rock, still aglow with its strange light.

Romie stood before her, eyes wide with terror, an identical spiral on her own wrist. “Em,” she breathed, voice raw, “what the fuck are you doing here?”

Everyone stared at her, and for a moment the cave was deathly quiet.

“She shouldn’t be here,” Travers said at last, a look of horror on his face. “What if it messed up the ritual?”

An echo of that earlier whisper was the only warning before another sound rose in the depths: a great, deafening roar as the rising tide rushed in.

Time had slipped away from them, and the tide seized its opportunity. Hysteria crested over them before the water did. Someone swore, another burst into tears, and a few had the good sense to scramble to the nearest puddle to try to call on their magic through bloodletting. Romie simply looked at Emory, mouth open on words that were drowned by the roaring of the tide.

And then:

Darkness. A sea of swirling stars. Emory’s name whispered in the night, and those spirals bleeding black on the corpses on the sand.

And Keiran. Keiran, who was the first to find her on the beach in the dead of night. Keiran, who had the same mark they’d gotten in the caves. Keiran, who looked at her now with brows slightly furrowed, as if he could see the memories running through her mind. Beside him, Virgil and Lizaveta watched her intently, waiting for her answer.

Why had she gone into those caves? How had she survived what others more magically gifted than her had not?

Even if she could explain it—if she remembered what happened once the sea rushed in, how she’d ended up on the beach with four corpses strewn around her, the other four lost to the churning depths of Dovermere—it wouldn’t matter. The only thing anyone wanted from her, the reason all these students kept stealing glances her way, was a good story. A way to build up the myth and mystery surrounding Dovermere.

Emory knew what Romie would do in her place: if people suspected there was more to the story, she would gladly let them make their assumptions, would feast on their curiosity and let it mold her into an enigma everyone wanted to solve. Perhaps that was exactly what Emory needed to do. Let them believe what they would. The truth remained a mystery even to her, and she owed no one the slivers of knowledge she did have. Those fragments were her only bargaining chip to be used when it counted.

She gave a coy smile and what she hoped was a nonchalant shrug. “You know us first-years. Must have been all that foolishness got to our heads.” She peered at Keiran and asked, in the most innocent of tones, “Surely you must have done the same during your freshman year?”

Tension crackled in the air like sparks from the fire.

There was a challenge in Keiran’s eyes. “Now, what makes you say that?”

She was spared from answering when a girl suddenly plopped down in the sand next to Virgil. “Sorry we’re late!” She handed him an unopened bottle of wine. “Brought gifts.”

Virgil beamed. “Ife, you magnificent creature!”

Ife shoved him off with a laugh when he kissed her cheek. She swept her mass of long, tight braids over a shoulder and said something to another girl who sat beside her, whom Emory recognized all too well.

Her heart dropped as their gazes met.

“Emory, hey,” Nisha Zenara said with a tentative smile, a note of surprise in her voice. “How’ve you been?”

Keiran raised a brow. “You two know each other?”

Nisha looked as uncomfortable as Emory felt. “We met once or twice through a mutual friend.”

Her blood boiled. Mutual friend. More like the friend Nisha had all but stolen away from her.

Emory had been there when Nisha and Romie first met. It was their first week at Aldryn, and Romie had been dragging Emory all over campus, so eager to see everything their new life had to offer. Her excitement had been infectious, and when they’d stumbled upon Nisha in the Crescens Hall greenhouses where Sowers practiced their botanical skills, Romie being Romie had walked right up to her, and the two of them had instantly bonded over their love of plants—all while Emory stood back, feeling entirely out of place. She’d heard nothing but Nisha this and Nisha that for the better part of the following weeks, before Romie grew so secretive and distant that she barely spoke to Emory at all.

And if Nisha was friends with Keiran…

Was she a part of it too, whatever Romie had been involved in?

Her throat closed. She couldn’t handle this. Facing Keiran was one thing, but Nisha she hadn’t accounted for. She suddenly felt terribly out of place. Coming here was a mistake; she would have better luck confronting Keiran when he was alone anyway.

“I’d better go.” Emory grabbed her shoes and shot to her feet, wiping the sand from her trousers. She read the question in Keiran’s expression, felt the awkward silence hanging over the others. “Thanks for the wine,” she said lamely.

How pathetic.

She headed for the water’s edge without a backward glance. The waves lapped at her ankles, the squishy sand between her toes making her feel unsteady. She took a deep breath in, berating herself for not being able to go through with her plan.

“Ainsleif, wait up.”

Keiran was heading her way. Maybe she hadn’t so completely messed up after all. He caught up to her just as a wave slammed into her shins, knocking her off-balance. She yelped in pain as she stepped onto something wickedly sharp. His hand shot out to steady her.

“Are you all right?”

“I— Oh.”

Blood trickled down her foot where a piece of broken shell had pierced it, still lodged in the soft pad near her toes. Balancing on one foot, with Keiran’s hand around her elbow, she made to pull the piece out, swearing in anticipation of the pain.

Keiran’s hand closed over hers. “I’ve got it.”

He was standing so close, she could smell the subtle notes of his aftershave, see the warm greens and golds of his irises. At Emory’s nod, he tugged the shell clean out. She winced, but half a thought had the wound already closing.

A decent enough Healer, but nothing special.

Keiran flipped her hand over to rest the jagged, bloodied conch in her palm, the spiral shape echoing the mark on her skin, the matching symbol on his own wrist.

She regarded him squarely. “That mark you have. How did you get it?”

Another wave hit them then, stronger than before. They gripped each other’s arms as they lurched at the impact. She dropped the shell in the water.

The wind picked up, and Emory swore she heard a voice carried by the breeze, dark and teasing and lovely.

Emory, Emory.

It was just a memory, she tried to tell herself. It wasn’t real.

Come find us, Emory.

A shiver up her spine. “Did you hear that?”

Keiran frowned, still gripping her wrist. “Hear what?”

Before she could answer, someone screamed—a high-pitched thing in the night that rose and broke like waves yielding against rock.

She turned toward the sound. A student stood a little farther down the beach, pointing at something in the water: a dark, floating mass pulled in by the tide.

No, not something, Emory realized.

Someone.

The world went still.

For a beat, no one moved, and even the sea seemed to pause. Emory stood rooted at the edge of the water, her breath coming in fast and shallow, blood pounding in her ears. She watched numbly as Keiran sloshed into the water and a few other students followed closely behind him. They reached the body, dragged it back to shore. From where she stood, it looked like a young man, and though Emory was here and now, she was suddenly transported back to last spring, when she was the one dragging herself from the sea, fingers clasped around another’s body.

Someone swore loudly. “It’s Quince Travers!”

Emory blinked. The words were so impossible she thought she must have dreamed them. They meant someone else, had to mean someone else. Or maybe this was indeed a dream—a nightmare.

Her feet started moving without her telling them to, and then she was standing with the others, looking over Keiran’s shoulder at the body sprawled on the sand.

His face came into view, and Emory stumbled back.

It was indeed Quince Travers, with his constellation of freckles, his unmistakable shock of red hair and wiry frame. Quince Travers, still dressed in the clothes he’d worn that night four months ago when the sea claimed him.

His body didn’t have a scratch on it, only a few stray weeds and barnacles tangled in his clothes, slick algae clinging to his hair. His skin wasn’t bloated from staying so long in the water, nor wrecked from being battered against the cliffside. He looked… alive, his cheeks still rosy with the faint glow of life.

Keiran lowered his ear to Travers’s chest—and jerked back with a swear as the boy’s eyes shot open.

Travers did not spew water, nor even draw breath. He merely sat up, empty eyes searching the faces around him until, impossibly, they landed on Emory. His mouth opened, and the words that came out were an indistinct gargle as water trickled down the sides of his mouth.

Emory, Emory, the sea whispered.

And suddenly Travers convulsed, collapsing on the ground. He seized and frothed at the mouth, his eyes so wide the whites around his pupils showed.

Keiran looked up at Emory, yelled something about healing him—because of course she could heal him. She was a Healer of House New Moon. Her magic could save him, just as it had saved her that night.

But Emory couldn’t tear her eyes away from Travers, couldn’t get her feet to move or even remember how to breathe. It made no sense. They were all supposed to be dead. It didn’t matter that there had only been four bodies accounted for that night, the other four lost at sea. It wasn’t unheard of that those who ventured inside Dovermere lay trapped there, the currents entombing them in the confines of the caves, their bones bound to turn up eventually in some fisherman’s net.

But here was Travers. Whole. Alive—though perhaps not for much longer if she didn’t do something.

In his seizing, his eyes met hers again, and she could plainly read the accusation there.

Your fault.

She caught sight of the inside of his wrist, where the spiral on his skin had begun to bleed black. As if death were readying its final blow.

Someone pushed past her and knelt beside Travers. Another Healer, an upperclassman she recognized as a teacher’s assistant in one of her classes.

“Emory,” Keiran snapped. “Help him.”

His voice pushed her to action. She moved past the fear and dropped to her knees across from the other Healer. Louis, she thought his name was. He looked bleary-eyed, unsteady, his labored breathing smelling of alcohol. If he was inebriated past the point of having any sort of grasp on his magic…

Heaving a shaky sigh, Emory laid a hand on Travers’s chest and tugged on her magic. It answered willingly under the new moon sky, the pressure in her veins instantly lessening.

She felt the magic start to work. Travers’s convulsions slowed, then came to a stop. Someone behind her breathed a sigh of relief, thanking the Tides. But now his skin was horridly pallid. Gone was the rosy flush that had been there before. Gone, too, was the light in his eyes; they were milky white, the skin around them all shriveled up. His cheeks were caving in, the skin on his face growing sallow and tight, as if he were aging faster than he should be, deteriorating before their very eyes.

“What the fuck is happening to him?” someone cried out.

Louis pulled away from Travers with a defeated look. “I don’t think my magic’s helping,” he mumbled before doubling over and retching on the sand.

Keiran caught her eye. “Have you got this on your own?”

“I… I don’t know,” Emory admitted, on the verge of tears. “I don’t understand what’s happening to him.”

“Liza,” Keiran called, producing a switchblade he shoved in the redhead’s hand. “Help her.”

Emory watched incomprehensibly as Lizaveta slashed her palm before dunking her hand into the sea, head tilted back, lips moving in what looked like a silent prayer to the night sky. It dawned on Emory that she was bloodletting to call upon her dormant waxing moon magic—though how it might help heal Travers was beyond her.

She frowned as Lizaveta came to stand beside her and rested her wet, bloodied hand on her shoulder. “What are you doing?”

Lizaveta’s ice-chip eyes were steady and sure. “Don’t fight it.”

It was like the doors to Emory’s magic were thrown wide open, and everything around her became too sharp. The pressure in her veins inexplicably returned, so intense she bit back a sob. She could practically taste the magic in the air, the surge of power that trickled down to her fingertips at Lizaveta’s touch.

An Amplifier’s touch.

“Try healing him now,” Lizaveta urged. “Hurry.”

Emory turned back to Travers, but it wasn’t really Travers anymore. It was a hulking shell of a person withering before her, emaciated skin stretched too thin over bones. She could almost see his heart through his rib cage, beating fainter by the second.

Emory couldn’t let him die.

The power in her veins was all too eager to answer Lizaveta’s touch. Her amplified healing magic surged into Travers’s body, but it still wasn’t enough, still didn’t slow down the deterioration.

“It’s not working,” she cried.

She needed more. Without warning, Lizaveta flung everything she had into Emory, fingers digging painfully into her shoulder. Where before, her amplifying magic had been a mere trickle of power, it became a riptide, pulling Emory under. She buckled under the weight of it, fighting for control as hollow echoes of mediocre rang in her mind. Her magic plunged to depths unknown, and as she reached the bottom of her well of power, something twisted and wrong rose to greet her, the very same something she’d felt all summer. The magic in her blood ebbed and flowed, answering a tide she couldn’t see, didn’t know. With it, that pressure in her veins mounted until it hurt, and she wanted to scream. It was as if Lizaveta’s amplifying magic had thrown open a floodgate she’d been trying desperately to hold shut until now.

She gasped as power not entirely her own flooded her—as she unwittingly unleashed it.

Tendrils of light slithered from the palm of her hand, still resting atop Travers’s frail chest. Ribbons of darkness weaved through the light to wrap around his body, where the algae and weeds and barnacles that clung to his clothes began to pulse, coming alive at whatever strange magic she wielded. Emory could do nothing to stop it, only gape at the impossibility of what poured out of her. It was the light of the full moon and darkness of the new moon and growth of the waxing crescent, none of which were her own, none of which were possible.

She was a Healer of House New Moon—but these were other magics coursing through her veins, as if she were siphoning them off those around her. Lightkeeper, Darkbearer, Sower…

Reaper.

Emory tried to pull away, to sever the connection to all these magics that were not hers, alignments she should have never been able to use, to this one in particular that she did not want, could not possibly wield. But the Reaper magic rushed through her as if it were her own, the antithesis to the healing magic she’d always known.

It was the lush darkness of a waning moon sky, the quiet of sleep, the peace of eternal rest.

She was powerless to stop the death magic that blasted from her hands, looking to silence the heart beneath them.
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