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Before the two School Masters named Rhian and Rafal, there was another.

A young lad with dark red curls and a smattering of freckles, who’d presented himself to the Storian, like all School Masters who sought to rule.

The Pen assessed the boy, long and steel, sharp at both ends, its tip like an eye.

Then it spoke.

In exchange for immortality

In exchange for eternal youth

I choose you.

A soul that is as Good as it is Evil.

But every School Master faces a test.

Yours is balance.

Between the Goodness of your soul

And the Evil of its shadow.

Neither side must win out.

Tip the balance and the test is failed.

You will wither and die.

You will be replaced.

Raise your hand to seal this oath.

The boy does, his vow sealed with blood.

But he does not last long.

Less than a year later, the new School Masters find him.

A trembling voice in the shadows.

A withered old man.

The test failed.

“What happened?” they ask before he dies.

But it is the wrong question.

They should have asked who he is.
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1.

“This is Gavaldon?” Rhian scoffed. “This is the mythic Woods Beyond you spoke of? The place where you intend to get replacements for the students stolen from us? This unenchanted hole that smells of pig and unwashed boys?”

The Good School Master surveyed the dusty roads, weedy gardens, and shabbily dressed villagers trundling by, beneath dull, empty skies. “There is nothing here for us.”

“I told you to disguise yourself as a townsman,” the Evil School Master replied, eyeing his brother’s brown trench coat, gold-buckled wellies, ear-flapped hat, and face wizened with wrinkles and a long white beard. “You look like an overgrown dwarf.”

“Well, you look like a certain pirate thief we know,” Rhian bit back.

Heat rose to Rafal’s cheeks. He’d disguised himself on the flight here, quickly summoning wavy black hair and softer features, giving little thought to the particulars, but now in the reflection of his brother’s eyes, he saw his magic had filled in the details with those of James Hook. A boy he’d forbidden himself from thinking about, ever since Hook betrayed both him and his twin and stolen twelve of their best students to Neverland. But the more you shove something under the surface, the more it finds its way onto your face.

Rafal brushed by his brother.

“Follow me.”

He made his way into Miss Harissa’s Bookshop, the jingle-jangle of the door chime drowned out by the barks of a poorly groomed dog.

“You brought me all this way for books?” Rhian groused. “Don’t we have enough where we sleep?”

A fair question, given the School Masters slept in a tower lined with thousands of fairy tales, but now the owner of the bookshop, Miss Harissa herself, with frazzled gray hair, a red tweed coat, and a matching hat that looked like an umbrella, came bounding out of the back, waving an emerald-green tome.

“Haven’t seen you two before! Welcome, welcome. Come craving a good tale? You’re in luck. This one arrived last night and I’ve already read it and I have to say: what a story! Duplicitous brothers, scheming pirates, a magical circus of talents . . .”

Rhian’s eyes were big as coins, gawking at the title of the book in her hands.

FALA AND HIS BROTHER

Rhian stammered: “B-b-but . . . w-w-where did you . . .”

“We’ll be right back,” Rafal said, dragging Rhian out of the shop to more jingling and barking.

Miss Harissa scratched her head and peered at the book. “Well, I suppose it isn’t for the faint of heart.”

Outside, Rafal pulled his brother into a dark alley near the shop. Rhian shook out of his wizened face, restoring his tan cheeks and wild gold hair.

“How can she have that book?” he gasped. “The Storian only just finished writing it!”

“It’s why I brought you here,” Rafal explained. “The Storian has been sneaking its fairy tales into this woman’s bookshop for these unmagical strangers to read.”

Rhian blinked. “What? The Pen that we protect, that writes our world’s stories, that keeps the eternal balance between Good and Evil, is giving its tales to these buffoons . . . as entertainment?”

“Which means they know all about our world, even if they think the Woods aren’t real,” said Rafal. “Readers, I call them. Imagine the astonishment they’ll feel when we steal them to our school . . . imagine their potential . . .”

“You want to kidnap ordinary children? To replace our best students?” said the Good School Master, aghast. “That isn’t just crackpot, it’s . . . it’s . . . Evil—”

“Our school is broken,” Rafal said sharply. “Evers abandoning you. Nevers betraying me. We need new blood. A fresh jolt that will make our Evers and Nevers fall into line. These Readers . . . They’ve read about our school. They know our stories. Think of what they’ll do when they find out it’s all true! Children from the Woods take it for granted. But these won’t. They’ll fight not just to survive in our world, but to belong. Even more, our Evers and Nevers won’t want to lose to an unenchanted invader. And if they don’t want to lose, they’ll summon up pride for their side and school. The best remedy for any others thinking of escaping.”

Rhian opened his mouth to protest—

“You don’t have to kidnap one, of course,” the Evil School Master said, hardening. “You can stick with the spoiled, arrogant Evers you’ve got. I’m happy to gain the advantage. In fact, the only reason you’re here is that the magical shield separating Gavaldon from the Woods wouldn’t let me through to steal a child unless I gave you the same opportunity. The curse of balance. But I suppose balance is why the Pen chose us as School Masters in the first place. To protect and love each other, Good and Evil, Evil and Good. Though it’s not always easy to tell which is which. Isn’t that the lesson you learned with Hook?” He gave his twin a cold glance, then strode for the cottage lanes—

“Rafal?” his twin called softly. “You’re not mad at me, are you? For losing our students?”

Rafal paused. He turned and faced his brother. “Why would I be? You said the theft was Hook’s scheme entirely. That you were Good and loyal to me, through and through.”

“I was.” Rhian swallowed. “James grew to be my friend. My companion. But you are my brother. My loyalty is always to you first.”

“Then I think you should find a Reader who will be as loyal to you as you’ve been to me,” Rafal replied.

A long pause passed between them.

“You already know who you want, don’t you?” Rhian realized. “You already found your Reader for Evil. That’s why we’re here.”

Rafal smiled thinly. “You had Vulcan. You had Hook. Your faithful soldiers who turned against you. Clearly I’m not enough for you anymore. So isn’t it time I found my own faithful soldier?”

He tipped his head and walked away from his twin, finishing the rest of the thought in his head.

In case you try to kill me.





2.

For a hundred years, Rafal and his twin believed they’d chosen the correct sides as School Masters.

Rhian to Good. Rafal to Evil.

But there were signs all along.

The growing apathy Rafal felt about Evil’s losing streak. The lack of warmth he felt for his Nevers. The instinct he was superior to the students he was supposed to represent.

And perhaps most of all, that he still loved his brother.

Even when Rhian betrayed him again, again, again . . .

Now Rafal knew the truth.

That they’d blundered.

From the very beginning.

All this time, they’d been switched into the wrong schools.

Leading the wrong students.

Rafal’s insides chilled and twisted at the thought.

His own brother, the Evil School Master?

His own twin not the reflection he thought he knew, but a darker shadow, capable of villainy, vice . . . murder?

But Rafal had an even bigger problem.

The wound on his arm hadn’t healed where the Storian gashed him two days before, when he and the Pen had tussled, Rafal blaming it for all that had befallen him. Except the wound should have healed, because he was an immortal sorcerer and any injury had always instantly repaired.

Which meant his immortality had been breached.

Immortality granted by the Pen to him and his twin as long as they loved each other.

Did that mean they’d failed their test?

Were he and Rhian . . . mortal?

He replayed the Sader prophecy . . . a future told to him by a family of seers . . .

That soon two School Masters would become one.

The One.

The sole School Master who would rule the School for Good and Evil for centuries to come.

At the time, Rafal dismissed the thought as nonsense. Two couldn’t become one, practically speaking. Neither he nor his brother could die. And even if there was a fight or rift between them—and there had been many—Rafal was the Evil twin, wasn’t he? The only one capable of breaking their bond. So as long as he kept his temper and let his brother win the worst of the arguments, there was no danger of any love or life lost.

But then the revelations.

That Rhian was the true Evil twin.

That they might not be immortal anymore.

That they could die after all.

Suddenly, Rafal had realized that a once unimaginable prophecy might come true.

Given the right situation . . . the right flare-up . . .

His own brother could kill him.

The same way Rhian had justified trying to kill a student named Fala.

Evil in the name of Good.

Rafal couldn’t let that happen.

He had to protect himself.

Against his own twin.

His Evil students would be no use, though.

They were untrained first-years, for one thing. But they also despised him for his cold demeanor and harsh discipline, which is why his best had packed up and left at first opportunity.

Nor could he rely on his own Evil Dean—that fickle, feckless Humburg.

No, Rafal needed true loyalty.

Not the kind he’d had with his brother or his students or anyone else.

Loyalty he could trust.

That’s the true reason he was here in Gavaldon. The real reason he wanted a Reader—an exceptional soul who would thank him for rescuing them from this hellish village to a better world. They would respect him in a way none of the others did. Forever be indebted to him. He would bring them in close, the way he had with Hook. He would confess everything: about the prophecy, about his brother, about his need for protection from his own blood. And in return, this Reader would fight for him, kill for him if ever the dreaded moment between he and his twin came. As if they were his real family. As if they were his blood. A Reader worth not ten Nevers, but a hundred.

And just as his brother suspected, Rafal had the perfect Reader picked.

He turned right at the fork in the road, onto Wishing Tree Lane, and paused in front of the first house, with light blue eaves and a yellow door. The cloud cover cast a pall over the window, but Rafal glimpsed the outline of a familiar silhouette, procrastinating before school like the last time he’d come calling.

Inside the room, the girl lounged on the bed, taking her time lacing up a black bag, and making faces in the mirror, studying her sloping nose, pale lips, and freckles on both cheeks.

“Stop dilly-dallying!” her mother called from another room.

The girl groaned and slumped off the sheets, tossing her dark red hair. She opened the door to leave, then remembered her bag and twirled to the bed—

She froze very still.

“Hello, Arabella,” said Rafal, nestled against the pillows.

He’d shed his disguise and what she saw now was the handsomest, most polished of teenage boys, in a tightly fitted gold-and-blue suit, with skin like white marble and spiky frost-colored hair.

“You’re back,” the girl said, spots of blush on her cheeks.

“To take you to my school,” spoke the School Master. “The School for Good and Evil, remember? Just like I promised you. You’ve been waiting so patiently.”

Arabella’s eyes glassed with tears. “But . . .”

“Tears of happiness aren’t very befitting of a Never, are they?” Rafal said gently. “But I know how much you want this. You’ve been waiting to be kidnapped your whole life. Kidnapped to the school of your dreams.”

“I said you were real . . . ,” Arabella breathed. “I told them . . .”

    Rafal slid off the bed. “Sometimes it’s hard to tell Good from Evil. Lately, I’ve made mistakes. First with a student. Then with my brother. But do you know how I could tell you were special? I saw you reading a storybook. My favorite of all the Storian’s tales. About an entitled little girl who tries to sweet-talk a bear and he eats her in the end. Most people find it a horrible story. Not you. You knew it was the girl who was the villain and the bear the hero. You knew Good was Evil and Evil was Good. That’s what I need in a student. Someone who won’t be fooled. But before I take you, I need you to make me a promise.”

The girl stared at him, his eyes like green pools, so deep, so clear that she seemed lost in a trance.

“Will you do anything I tell you to?” Rafal asked. “Protect me? Obey me? Fight for me? And in return, I’ll open the gates to a fairy-tale world. My faithful soldier . . .”

He waited for her to come to him, his back to the door, the girl hovering in the corner beneath a painting of a red fox.

When Arabella spoke, her voice was a ghostly rasp. “You didn’t believe me.”

The School Master looked at her strangely, not understanding.

Then he realized she wasn’t looking at him. She was looking behind him.

Rafal whirled around—

A broom handle came down, smashing him in the head.
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Far, far away, in the middle of the Savage Sea, Aladdin was trying not to get slaughtered by vampires.

“Hephaestus, help!” he yelled, slashing at two Night Crawlers with a sword he’d grabbed from the armory below decks. But like everything on the Buccaneer, it was old and dull and rusty, and wouldn’t hold off the pale-faced bloodsuckers much longer. He needed to use his spells, his fingerglow that had been unlocked at school, but it was still new to him and under stress, he couldn’t perform, the light on his fingertip smoking uselessly. The nighttime ambush by the black-veiled bloodsuckers had come so suddenly, so violently, that his legs and mind were still wobbly; he couldn’t focus his emotions or summon his magic. Hephaestus was clearly having the same problem because he was without a weapon and down to his fists, battering his own batch of Night Crawlers, the strapping, bald-headed lad kicking and punching them overboard before they could sink teeth into their intended target: not Aladdin or Hephaestus, but young James Hook, cowering behind a mast.

“You are a pirate, Hook! To sit there like a lump while we fight for you takes some kind of pride!” Hephaestus lashed, snatching a Crawler and heaving him over the rail. “Or lack thereof.”

Normally, James would have been incited by another boy shaming him, but when it came to Night Crawlers, he’d sacrifice his dignity. For one thing, he’d already spent ten days in their clutches, sucked of so much blood he’d almost perished, after Rafal had bartered Hook’s distinctive blue blood to them. For another, they no doubt remembered Hook’s blood and still had a taste for it, because they were coming straight for him, all five, gnashing sharp teeth and flaring raw eyes, as if they intended to devour more than just his blood this time. Thankfully, Hephaestus and Aladdin were holding them at bay—until James heard screeching and turned to see ten more Crawlers leaping onto deck from their ship, the Inagrotten, which they’d pulled right up against the Buccaneer. James scrambled backwards, looking for a weapon to defend himself and finding only a rancid-smelling mop.

“Use Rhian’s magic!” Aladdin shouted.

“It’s gone!” Hook shouted back, for the Good School Master’s magic, the piece of sorcerer’s soul that Rhian had breathed into his body, seemed to have vanished from inside of him. Had he used it all up when he’d stolen the best Evers and Nevers from the School for Good and Evil? Had Rhian a way to reclaim it, even from far off? No time to consider such things. The Crawlers were flooding past the Everboys’ defense, Aladdin and Hephaestus thrown aside, a score of vampires storming straight at James—

BOOM!

The impact of a cannon rattled the ship like an earthquake and James turned to see an iron ball fired off the Buccaneer blast at the Inagrotten . . .

. . . and miss.

He leaned over the rail to see Princess Kyma working the cannon, shoving another ball into the bore.

“We can’t attack until you hit!” a deep voice berated her, and Kyma looked up to see the Pirate Captain of Blackpool hanging off a rope from the sails, along with nine sword-armed Nevers from the School for Evil, all suspended off their own ropes, ready to leap the distance between ships and invade the Inagrotten once they had the Crawlers on their heels.

BOOM!

Another miss.

“It won’t shoot straight!” Kyma carped, wrestling the rusted, squeaking iron.

“Crikey, we need a new ship,” the Captain murmured, tilting up his wide black hat. “Never mind. Charge!”

The Pirate Captain and his Nevers dove off their ropes, landing on the Night Crawlers’ vessel, the Captain swinging two swords and scattering the vampires, while hulking, one-eyed Timon and the squadron of Evil students unleashed their villain talents, dispatching Crawlers with fire, ice, and whatever their wicked souls could produce until soon, the vampire ship was contained.

That didn’t solve the problem of the Crawlers left on the Buccaneer, though, and they came hurtling at Hook now with added vengeance—

Kyma landed in front of James, spewing spells from her fingerglow, stunning Night Crawlers who dropped face-first to deck. She turned and gave Hook a stone-cold look—a look that reminded him that she and her friends had trusted him as their leader and that is why they were here in the first place and if he did not start fighting, then he wasn’t their leader after all. It was the girl’s glare that finally sprung James to action, bashing heads with the end of his mop to make up for his cowardice before. Only he was too late, a Night Crawler racing up behind him, none of his friends’ cries of warning sounding in time. The vampire seized James and sank teeth into his shoulder, spraying bright blue blood before Kyma felled the Crawler with a spell. Hook collapsed to his knees, clutching the gash, but more vampires were coming, pinning him to the floor and plunging teeth in, like a fawn to panthers, the Crawlers’ teeth stained blue as they reared their heads, until James realized he was going to die like this, to these demons, to these perversions of nature, and suddenly his heart burned like an acid bomb, a rage he’d never known, his hand stabbing up in their faces like a claw out of a grave—

Glow exploded from his palm, a golden wall that engulfed the vampires and ignited them all to flame.

Shrieking in horror, they leapt overboard, back onto their ship, drowning it in fire, before it dove underwater in retreat, the Pirate Captain and his Nevers rope-flying back onto the Buccaneer just in time.

Everyone stared at James, shellshocked, the Pirate Captain included, but Hook was panting in a crouch, blue blood soaking his shirt.

“Still there . . .” he gasped. “Rhian’s magic . . . still there . . .”

“That’s a good thing,” the Pirate Captain assured, kneeling at his side.

But Hook shook his head as if to say that it wasn’t.
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A short while later, they sat for dinner: the Pirate Captain, Hook, Aladdin, Hephaestus, and Kyma.

It was three days into the journey from school and it had become routine—this group eating food from the larders and sitting in the dusty dining room, adorned with the portraits of past Pirate Captains who had served as Blackpool headmasters, while the Nevers preferred to eat alone in their cabins or angle for fish up on deck and split the spoils amongst themselves. Even away from school, it was Evers with Evers and Nevers with Nevers.

“Didn’t plan on a vampire ambush,” Aladdin grumbled. “One of them bit me in the bum!”

“We won, didn’t we?” said Kyma. “Whole point of why we came. To make it to Neverland and fight for Good, instead of staying at school where Good was cheating to win.”

“I blame our School Master. All went wrong at the Circus because of him,” Aladdin carped. “First Evers to lose to Evil in ages. So embarrassing. At least as pirates we can be real heroes.”

“And we’ll all be heroes when we land in Neverland tomorrow and dethrone a rotten king,” Hook said, folding back his fresh white sleeves so they wouldn’t dip in his clam soup. A futile bit of fussiness, given his shoulder wound was spotting blue blood on his shirt through its bandage. “We’ll anchor near the east beach, away from Pan’s lair, but it won’t be long before he’s alerted to our presence. He has fairies, cannibals, Lost Boys on his side, plus all his minions.”

“Who do we have on ours?” Aladdin asked.

James slurped at his soup.

“Your sister? Your mum?” Kyma pressed. “Anyone?”

“Both escaped to Ooty after Dad died,” James muttered. “No one else worth their salt. No one like that boy Fala, who beat all of you at the Circus. Wanted him on my crew over anyone else. But by the time I went to find him, he was gone.”

“So it’s us against the world, then. A pirate’s life, indeed,” the Pirate Captain sighed. He leaned back in the lamplight, revealing steely green eyes and dark, rumpled locks under his hat. “It’s also no secret we need a new ship if we’re to have any chance against Panny Boy. This ship can’t even shoot straight. Which begs the question . . . Where is the Jolly Roger, James? Where is your famed family vessel that you promised us passage on?”

James didn’t look up. “We have to get it back first.”

“From who?” said Aladdin.

“From Panny Boy,” James gritted.

“Ha!” The Pirate Captain chuckled. “A family that can’t even hold on to its ship. Now I see why no Hook has killed a Pan before.”

“No Hook has had as talented a crew as this one,” James snapped at him. “Mark my words: We will kill Pan. We will free Neverland from that tyrant. We will take back my ship. And Neverland will have a new king: Captain James Hook.”

“I’m afraid the only captain on this ship is me,” the Pirate Captain pointed out. “And King does sound better than Blackpool headmaster. Who’s to say I won’t challenge you for the throne?”

“Neverland is a land of youth. You are eighteen years old. In Neverland that makes you an old man and no one in Neverland listens to old men,” James barbed back. His voice turned colder as if he took the Captain’s threat seriously. “Besides, you left Blackpool full of students expecting you to bring back Pan’s head and here you are talking about deserting your post—”

“Hold on,” Kyma cut in, blinking so fast her pink eyeshadow strobed. “No one said anything about killing Pan. You told us you needed us to save Neverland from a wicked king. That’s why we came with you on this mission. To free Neverland’s people and remove the king from power. I wouldn’t be on this ship if I’d known you were hunting down a child.”

“He isn’t a child. He’s a filthy little dictator who many in Neverland would kill if only they knew how,” James scorched. “What do you expect us to do, princess? Gently coax him off the throne with cookies and hugs? There’s no way to free Neverland without erasing Pan off this earth. Until then, we’re all at his mercy.”

“We’re Evers. We’re Good. We’re not killing anyone. And if that’s the plan, then kindly take us back to school,” Kyma retorted, nodding at Aladdin and Hephaestus for support.

Neither boy offered it.

Aladdin peeked at Hephaestus. “I mean, if Pan is that bad . . . isn’t getting rid of him the Good thing to do? Heph and I came on this ship to be heroes. To go questing for glory faster than we would have at school. And killing a villainous king? Sounds like glory to me.”

Kyma glowered at her boyfriend. “Evers only kill their Nemesis. We don’t go around to foreign lands delivering vigilante justice.”

“Trust me, princess,” Hook growled. “Once you know this Pan, your tune will change.”

“But you said no one can kill him . . . ?” Aladdin asked.

“I said no one knows how,” James explained. “Each Pan is given a hundred years, frozen in age when he reaches the prime of youth. This one is named Peter. But you can kill a Pan if you drain him of his youth. Youth kept in his shadow. Kill Peter Pan’s shadow and you kill Peter Pan.”

“A shadow?” Aladdin said. “How do you kill a shadow?”

Kyma suddenly looked curious herself.

The Pirate Captain answered: “The same way a shadow attaches to a soul. By magic. No Hook has ever found sorcery strong enough to do the job. But James and I have. Why do you think James and I conspired to steal Rhian’s powers? Pan’s shadow is no match for a School Master’s magic.”

He turned to James, expecting his former student to mirror his smile, but Hook was quiet, brows creased, eyes furtive.

“I can’t find it,” he said, almost to himself. “Rhian’s magic. I can’t find it inside me the way I could Rafal’s. When Rafal breathed his soul into mine, it was always there like a glow, guiding me. But his brother’s . . . it hides. And when it came out up there, it was rageful, like dragon fire, like it would level everything in its path. Only now it’s all gone again.”

“Precisely what one would expect from a Good School Master’s soul,” the Pirate Captain heartened. “It saved your life and will be there whenever you need it. What else could you want?”

James nodded, bowing his head. But inside, he was thinking how terrible Rhian’s magic felt, how terrible it had always felt, even when it was saving his life. The question hung in the air: What else could you want? Hook wished his answer silently.

I want it out of me.
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Rafal stirred to the sharp reminder that he was now mortal.

Blood dripped down his head, pain ricocheting in his skull. Decades of eternal life had left him coddled. He’d forgotten blood and pain were possible.

“Who are you?” a hard voice clipped.

Rafal opened his eyes and found himself flat against a window, tied to Arabella’s bedpost, three old men watching him.

They wore long gray cloaks and tall black hats, each with a stark white beard, and Rafal sensed from their sneering looks and the sagebrush dangling from their necklaces that these men thought they were holy.

“He’s the devil!” a woman’s voice hissed, and Rafal spotted Arabella’s mother near the door, clutching her daughter and pointing at him. “Come to kidnap her to his wicked school! Evil incarnate, he is.”

Rafal’s eyes locked on Arabella. Here he thought she’d be his loyal soldier and instead she’d betrayed him to Mummy. Yet another mistake in telling Good from Evil, his compass thoroughly broken. Worse still, his plan to protect against his twin had foolishly backfired. He was captive in mortal danger now, while Rhian was probably strolling town, eating pastries.

“We long suspected the presence of magic in Gavaldon,” the man with the longest beard spoke. “We, the Elders of Gavaldon and all the Elders before us, entrusted with protecting this village. Light magic or Dark magic, though, we couldn’t tell. The storybooks that mysteriously appear in our bookshops . . . the forest that no matter where you enter, leads straight back into town . . . the talking fairy caught by a child . . .”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small jar.

The School Master’s eyes grew.

Inside the jar was a green-faced fairy with black wings and sharp teeth bared at Rafal, shouting curses, as if she blamed him for this predicament.

“Marialena?” he rasped.

“Ah, so you know this magic,” the second Elder said, with the second-longest beard. “And given you planned to kidnap young Arabella here, we have our answer to whether this magic is Light or Dark.”

Rafal stared intently at Marialena, his former student and seer who he’d turned into a fairy as punishment and who he’d now reward if she could use her foresight to extricate them from this cursed village. But from the way she was frantically buzzing in the jar, it was clear she either didn’t know what their future held or she didn’t like what she’d seen.

“Do you know what becomes of Dark magic in our world?” the first Elder asked, drawing towards Rafal. “We bring it to the Light for everyone to see. And there is no better Light than the holy flame.”

“It’s what we do to witches who practice Dark magic in our village,” said the second Elder, looming over the bed. “Burn them at the pyre and scatter their ashes in the forest.”

Do I even have my magic anymore? Rafal thought. He glanced at the unhealed gash on his arm. If his immortality was compromised, would his sorcerer powers be too? His eyes roamed the room. Only one way to find out.

“But you’ll enjoy a good burning, won’t you?” said the last Elder, reaching for him. “A devil returned to hellfire . . .”

Rafal smiled at him. “I’ll enjoy this more.” He kicked backwards and smashed the window with his boot, raining glass inside. Elders shielded themselves; Rafal caught a shard and sliced through his binds, launching off the bed. He snatched the fairy jar from the old men, sprang through the broken window, and soared out into swollen gray clouds, away from Gavaldon, arms wide, like a high-flying hawk.

Relief washed over him. His magic was still intact.

He tried to fly faster, with his usual speed and aggression . . . but where there once was power, there was weakness instead—the void of something missing.

Now he understood. The magic was fading. Just like his healing.

The Storian was warning him.

Him and Rhian.

Either they repaired things between them fast or their test would be failed.

Their lives and powers cut short.

Rafal’s heart kickstarted. Forget this Reader nonsense. Forget the prophecy. Forget protecting himself against Rhian and suspecting his twin of future crimes. They needed to love each other again. The way they used to. That was the path to happiness. For both of them.

He held up the jar and looked at Marialena. “I’ve never been so relieved to get back to schoo—”

CRACK! He slammed into an invisible barrier, dropping out of the sky and skidding down the cold, rubbery shield before landing face-first on the ground. Somewhere in his fall, he’d lost hold on the fairy jar and seconds later, it came shattering into grass, Marialena ejected.

“My leg . . . I think it’s broken . . .” the School Master moaned, waiting in vain for it to heal.

He tried to crawl forward, to will himself to flee, but he was beaten not just by the fall, but also by the shield, still there in front of him, walling off Gavaldon from the Woods, like a pane of glass.

Then he saw Marialena on the other side of it.

“What’s happening?” Rafal croaked. “The shield let Rhian and I through to get into Gavaldon. Why is it back—”

“Balance,” Marialena hissed.

Rafal’s eyes widened.

Balance, which had let him and his twin into this town to take two Readers, one for Good and one for Evil.

Balance that must have been broken for the shield to reappear.

Which meant . . .

Rhian.

He’d done something.

The musk of smoke cut through his thoughts.

Slowly Rafal raised his eyes.

They were coming for him, their torches spitting fire.

Not just the Elders.

The whole town, too.

He had nowhere to fly.

No immortal healing to protect him.

Not even healthy legs to run.

Panicked, he whirled back to the fairy . . . the fairy who could see what he should do next . . .

But he didn’t have her either.

Marialena was gone.





6.

A short while earlier, Rhian was tramping through Gavaldon, armed with a chocolate croissant.

He was back to his humdrum disguise, wellies, trench coat, and wizened old beard, and trying to waste away time until his brother was done kidnapping a child. Rafal had insisted Rhian do the same—find a young soul who could replace the Evers he’d lost—but the Good School Master had no intention of stripping a child away from its rightful home. That sounded Evil, very Evil, and given how badly he was trying to be Good right now, better if he just wandered this strange, unmagical little town and stayed out of his brother’s schemes.

He wished he could just abandon Rafal and return to school . . . but there was that business of the shield and only Rafal could fly him back, since human flight was dark magic and restricted to Nevers. He could mogrify into a bird, but he hadn’t paid attention on the route, too racked with guilt over enabling Hook to rob his and his brother’s students, which is why he’d let Rafal bring him beyond the Woods to find replacements. He didn’t even know which direction Gavaldon was from school, north, south, east, or west.

Rhian dithered and poked around a few shops, hunting a gift for Rafal, a scarf or suit or something to alleviate his guilt over the stolen students. But everything was so grubby and cheap in this town that Rhian gave up and bought himself the croissant, only to find it dry and treacly, nothing like the cloud-soft pastries the enchanted pots made at school.

No wonder they love our fairy tales, he sighed, observing child after child immersed in one of the Storian’s books, perched on a drab bench or lounging by a stunted tree or waiting in line at that pitiful bakery. These Readers knew their world lacked something. Something they couldn’t quite name or grasp, but an absence that draped a dull veil over their lives. That’s why they believed in fairy tales. That’s why they invested themselves in the heroes and villains of another world. Because deep down, they could feel the absence of magic in their own.

The thought sparked Rhian’s curiosity. Imagine if one of these Readers came to my school. They wouldn’t be like the rest of his Evers, who’d lived in a world of magic all their lives. Magic that had become mundane to them. No wonder they’d failed so badly at the Circus and incited this whole mess—they were lazy, spoiled, bored. But a Reader wouldn’t be bored. Everything would be new to them. Exciting. Magical. Fresh. Rafal was right. A Reader would be a shock wave of ambition and energy, a surprise rival to jolt new life into his students. Maybe it would jolt some new life into him too. Suddenly Rhian wanted one . . .

An alarm went off inside.

No. No. No.

No kidnapping.

Nothing that might even remotely be considered Evil.

Not after everything he’d done . . . not after he’d come so perilously close to the murder of a student . . .

He’d lost his head in the moments after the Circus, undone by the arrival of that new Neverboy Fala, who seemed poised to reverse Good’s winning streak and turn his school into losers. The idea of Rafal gloating victory, believing himself superior to Rhian, the way Rhian had always believed he was superior to Rafal . . . It had sent Rhian into a spiral. There were two School Masters, yes, but only one was a winner. And now this Fala had threatened to make that one winner Rafal. All it had taken was for Hook to suggest the crime . . . disappearing Fala forever . . . and Rhian had been swept along. How easily he was swayed. Was it Hook’s plan from the beginning to push Rhian into murder? Or had he sensed a crack in Rhian’s soul? The Good School Master chilled. One more mistake like that, where he was Evil instead of Good, and the Storian might consider it a breach of his oath to protect the school. To keep the balance between Good and Evil. To always be loyal to his brother. Break the oath and the Pen would punish him.

A memory came back now.

A dying old man, crouched in terror.

The previous School Master who the Pen had robbed of eternal life.

What happened? they’d asked.

“I failed,” the dying man answered.

Rhian brushed crumbs from his hands. He needed to get away from Gabblegook, or whatever this place was called, as far from people and temptation as possible.

Gray skies reflected off a lake beneath a hill that led up to a graveyard. Rhian roamed around the lake, with a view to the men working at a distant mill. How quiet everything was here. He kicked off his shoes and dipped his toes in the water.

Who does Rafal have his eye on? He grazed his foot against the rocky lakebed. A girl? A boy?

Not that it mattered. One unskilled, ordinary Reader couldn’t possibly make up for the ten best Nevers that Rafal had lost to Hook. Regardless of who Rafal found, Evil would go back to being the loser. Especially once Rhian found three new Evers to replace those who’d deserted Good to join Hook in Neverland. As soon as he and his brother were back to the Woods, Rhian would go to the King of Foxwood and ask for his three best—

His foot slipped on a rock, firing a sting of pain.

Blood curled through the water in ribbons.

Clumsy fool, he sighed, waiting for the break in his skin to instantly heal like it always did, the Storian’s immortal magic.

Blood kept dripping.

The Good School Master drew his foot out and inspected the wound, only slightly closed up. Had dressing as a bumbling villager confused his soul for a mortal’s?

Quickly, he reverted to his young, magical self, glimpsing his wild hair in the water’s mirror . . . a reflection broken by more blood rippling off his foot . . .

It wasn’t healing.

Rhian’s heart seized. If it wouldn’t heal . . . he was no longer immortal . . . and if he was no longer immortal, then the Storian was already punish—

“Who are you?” a voice asked.

Rhian turned and for a moment saw no one.

Then he spotted the lad, swimming in shadow at the edge of the lake, snug under the high, grassy bank like it was his own private cove. He had broad shoulders and smooth brown skin, the color of terra-cotta, and his hair was the same hue, highlighted with gold and curled in ringlets that spilled to his shoulders. His eyes were gray and for a moment, Rhian thought he was a faun or a fairy, before he remembered this town was devoid of enchanted pleasures.

“Well?” the boy said.

“Rhian’s my name,” the Good School Master replied. “And yours?”

“Never seen you about,” the boy came back. “Never heard of a Rhian, either.”

“I’m not from here,” Rhian answered.

“Wherever you’re from, you should get back to it before my dad or the Elders find you,” the lad warned. “Elders believe in witches and devils and dark magic. Anyone suspicious they burn alive for all to see. And nothing more suspicious in this town than a stranger—”
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