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The Pen writes the new School Master’s name.

But this time it doesn’t write one name.

It writes two.

The Pen is called the Storian.

Long and steel, sharp at both ends.

It floats into the air over the two boys, its tip like an eye.

Then it speaks.

The voice warm and ageless. Neither male nor female.

In exchange for immortality

In exchange for eternal youth

I choose you.

Two brothers.

One for Good.

One for Evil.

Your loyalty to your blood greater than the loyalty to your side.

As long as you love each other, the world stays in balance.

Good and Evil.

Brother and brother.

But every School Master faces a test.

Yours is love.

Betray that love and the test is failed.

You will wither and die.

You will be replaced.

Raise your hands to seal this oath.

The boys do, twins who wear the same face.

Rhian, skin golden, hair wild, lifts his hand.

The Pen glows hot and slashes his palm, Rhian crying out.

Then Rafal, skin milky-white, hair like silver spikes.

It stabs his hand and Rafal doesn’t flinch.

The Pen’s glow fades, its steel growing cold.

The twins glance at each other, burning with questions.

But in the end, they ask only one.

“What happened to the last School Master?”

The Pen doesn’t answer.

Instead, a trembling voice rises from the shadows.

A withered old man.

“I failed,” he says.
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1.

If not for a boy named Aladdin, the School for Good and Evil might never have started kidnapping Readers like you.

You’d be safe in your beds instead of stolen to a world where fairy tales come true for some . . . and end in death for others.

But Aladdin is where the tale starts.

The tale of what happened between the School Masters.

Two brothers, Good and Evil, who ruled the legendary school.

But Aladdin hasn’t the faintest clue he’s part of a larger story.

He’s too busy thinking about his magic lamp.

He should have been working at his family’s tailoring shop, but like usual, he’d slipped away the moment his father turned his back, bounding off to Mahaba Market, on the hunt for good fortune. Mahaba sparked him to life—the smells, the sounds, the girls—and an hour there was worth a thousand days in his family’s shop. He knew he should work in the shop, of course, that a good boy would do as he’s told . . . but tailors don’t marry the Sultan’s daughter and that’s what he dreamed of, a princess and a crown and the respect of the people, the kind of respect that no one gave him.

“Good morning, Raja! Busier than usual today!” Aladdin greeted the fruit seller.

Raja gave him a dirty look.

“Lovely day, Shilpa! Look at all the crowds!” Aladdin said to the fish vendor.

Shilpa spat in his direction.

“Shall we play a game of dice, Bassu?” Aladdin asked a skinny man at the corner.

Bassu fled.

Aladdin sighed, his hands in the pockets of his ragged blue jacket. He had a reputation as a thief, cheat, and loiterer, but what choice did he have? He had no money, status, or name in this world, and to earn those things, sometimes you have to take shortcuts. And today was the perfect day for action, the market bustling like it was a holiday, full of kids with parents fussing over them, buying their favorite treats. Aladdin had never seen Mahaba like this, not even at New Year . . .

That’s when he heard two men talking in an alley as he passed. Two men he knew well: Salim and Aseem.

“It’s the magic lamp!” Salim was saying.

“How did you get it?” asked Aseem.

“The Sultan found the Cave of Wishes, but his caravan was robbed by thieves on the way back to the palace,” Salim confided. “The thieves didn’t know it was the treasured lamp and sold it right to me.”

“Make your three wishes, then!” said Aseem.

Aladdin’s ears perked up. The magic lamp had been the source of legend for thousands of years, but no one had ever found it. And now these two goons had it in their hands?

“A likely story,” Aladdin said, turning into the alley.

Salim instantly put the lamp away—

“I already saw it. No doubt a fake,” Aladdin scoffed, puffing at his mop of black hair. “But go ahead. Prove it’s the magic lamp. Prove it has any value at all.”

Salim and Aseem peeked at each other.

Then Salim held up the lamp and rubbed it with his palm . . .

Suddenly the lamp glowed and thick red smoke billowed from its tip, before Salim stoppered it with his finger and the lamp went dull once more.

“Don’t want to set the genie loose here or we’ll all get put in the Sultan’s jail,” Salim warned.

Aladdin’s eyes flared. The lamp was . . . real?

He rushed forward. “Sell it to me!”

Salim laughed. “It’s not for sale, you fool.”

“Everything in this world is for sale,” Aladdin insisted.

“Not this,” Aseem scorned. “Not to a rat who cheats me and Salim out of our hard-earned money.”

“A rat who is a worthless stain on his family,” Salim added.

Aladdin smiled through his teeth. They could insult him all they wanted. In a negotiation, whoever wants something more wins and Aladdin didn’t just want the lamp. He needed it. Imagine the princess he could wish for . . . imagine the man he could be, finally worthy of respect . . .

“I’ll roll you my dice for it,” Aladdin insisted. “If I win, I keep the lamp. If you win, I’ll pay you back everything I’ve ever taken from you and I’ll never step foot in Mahaba Market again.”

He assumed the two men would mock this offer since he hardly had enough for lunch, let alone a chest of savings lying around . . . but to Aladdin’s surprise, Salim and Aseem flashed each other mysterious looks.

“Hmm,” said Salim. “He’s cheated enough from us that if he pays us back, we can each buy a house near Bahim Beach . . .”

“Plus the thought of never seeing his dirty, rotten face again . . . ,” said Aseem.

The two men turned to Aladdin. “We have a deal.”

“We do?” Aladdin said, stunned.

“Over six you win, under six we win,” said Aseem.

Aladdin knew better than to waste more words. In his left pocket, he had dice carved to land over six; in his right pocket, he had dice carved to land under. He drew the ones from his left pocket and threw them down in the grimy street.

“I win,” Aladdin gloated, holding out his palm. “Give me the lamp.”

“You cheated—” Salim protested.

“A deal’s a deal,” Aladdin said firmly.

The two men glanced at each other. With a heavy sigh, Salim handed over the lamp.

Aladdin whistled as he walked away, stuffing his treasure under his jacket.

He couldn’t see the grins spreading across the faces of the two men he’d just beaten.





2.

There were wishes to be made. A princess bride. A sultan’s crown. His name remembered forever . . .

But first he had to clean toilets.

That was the price for skipping work, which was better than no supper, the punishment his mother had decreed for a few nights, before she realized he would happily starve and die instead of toil in a shop, so she had to try something else.

“What good are you?” she bellowed from the kitchen as he scrubbed the bathroom, but Aladdin was too full of her chicken stew and sour cherry rice to be bothered. He’d stuffed the lamp under his bed when he came home. As soon as his parents were asleep, he would take it to the garden and make his first wish, because it didn’t seem wise to unleash a genie in a house with such thin walls. His mother raised her voice. “Hagrifa’s son will surely get taken to the School for Good and become famous and rich and here my son is, stealing paani poori and cheating people in Mahaba Market. You think I don’t know! Everyone knows!”

Aladdin stiffened. He’d forgotten it was Kidnapping Night. He glanced out the window at the row of houses down the lane, plates of halva and honey biscuits laid out on the windowsills to entice the School Master. No wonder it had been so crowded in the market! All those mothers and fathers, bringing their children to Mahaba, thinking—and hoping!—that it would be their last day together. That tonight the School Master would come and whisk their sons and daughters to the place where legends are born. After all, if a child was taken as an Ever or a Never, their parents would be celebrated in Shazabah, invited to the poshest parties, offered the best table at Giti’s restaurant, even sent flowers by the Sultan himself. Of course, most children taken from Shazabah were for the Good school, since Shazabah was one of the Ever kingdoms in the Endless Woods. But over the years, there had been a handful of Nevers taken too, since regardless of whether a kingdom labeled itself Good or Evil, rogue spirits always slipped through.

Not that any of this applied to Aladdin. He was selfish, thieving, but he wasn’t Evil, not down to his core like the souls the School Master wanted. Remember that stray dog he’d shared his pistachio tart with? (Yes, the tart was stolen, but who cares.) Or that girl at the schoolhouse that he’d helped with her homework? (Her being pretty had nothing to do with it.) Then again, he wasn’t Good either. Even his parents would agree. The Good school was for other kids. Ones born to clearer paths. Ones who didn’t struggle like him to find their way. But at last, that struggle had been rewarded. He didn’t need to go to the School for Good and Evil to achieve his dreams. He had the lamp now, the magic lamp, that would give him more riches and power than the School Masters themselves. Finally, people would pay attention to him. People would know his name. But how to make the lamp work? Salim had just rubbed it, hadn’t he? Or was there a magic word? He’d sort it out. First, he needed to finish his cleaning and pretend to sleep before his father came home, otherwise it would be an hour of lectures—

Downstairs, the door swung open.

“Aladdin!” a voice boomed.

The boy slumped.

It wouldn’t have been so bad if his father hadn’t plopped down on Aladdin’s bed, right where the lamp was stuffed under the mattress, and his dad was so large that the boy worried the lamp would get crushed, along with the genie inside.

“What is it you’re searching for, Aladdin?” his dad started, still sweating from his trip up the stairs. “What is it that takes you so far away from my shop?”

Aladdin imagined he and a beautiful princess living in a palace a thousand times the size of this house with locks on every door so no one could enter without his permission, a palace he’d wish to life once his dad left his room.

“Aladdin?”

“Hmm?” the boy said.

His father gazed hard at him. “I think you don’t want to work in my shop because you think that you can do better. That you will be a big shot who will live in a castle and marry a king’s daughter instead of working humbly like the rest of us. You go chasing after phantoms, when you have a perfectly good life in front of you. That never ends well. Anyone who knows the Storian’s tales can tell you.”

You don’t believe in me, Aladdin thought. You think I can’t win a girl like that and make something of myself. You and Mom think I’m worthless, just like Salim said.

But he didn’t voice any of these things.

Instead he yawned. “Yes, Dad.”

“So tomorrow I’ll see you bright and early in the shop?”

“Yes, Dad.”

“Good boy.”

He gave Aladdin a hug, then closed the door behind him, and the boy promptly pulled the lamp from beneath the mattress. It was small and bronze, like a teapot with an elongated tip, carved with an intricate pattern of stars and moons. Though there were no scratches or flaws in its surface, Aladdin supposed it was very, very old. How long had it been sitting there in the Cave of Wishes, the genie stuck inside, waiting for a new master to command him? How long had destiny anticipated this day, when he, Aladdin, would be that new master? He held it close, studying his big nose and thick eyebrows in the lamp’s reflection. Inside this lamp was the life he was meant to live. The love and respect he deserved to find. Slowly, his palm reached for its surface—

Loud pounding shuddered his door.

“Hagrifa and Moorli and Roopa are putting out their best ladoos for the School Master!” his mother barked. “They asked what I was doing to welcome him. You know what I said? Hiding in shame!”

Aladdin blew out the candle and snored, pretending to be asleep. He hugged the lamp under his shirt, the metal cold against his skin. Soon his parents would be in bed and he’d have his chance. Until then, he’d stay awake, rehearsing his wishes . . .
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He woke to a sharp chill and hissing wind.

Aladdin lurched up in bed and saw the window latch had opened, the November night leaking through. The lamp had rolled onto the floor, near a pile of dirty clothes.

How long had he been asleep? Surely his parents were in bed by now. He grabbed the lamp and put on a coat, angling to get out to the garden and summon the genie. But first, he redid the window latch, glancing out at the moon over the dark lane—

Aladdin jolted backwards.

Something was in the window.

A shadow with shiny blue eyes.

Pressing against the glass.

Undoing the latch.

Aladdin tried to run for the stairs, but the shadow hooked him by the collar and yanked him outside, dragging him through the garden, the boy too stunned to scream. But then he gathered his wits and realized a monster was kidnapping him, a monster that had no face. He grasped at the shadow, but his hand went straight through, which left Aladdin even more scared, flailing and kicking, before the shadow shot him a harsh glare and pulled him quicker through the grass, faster, faster, its grip sealing on Aladdin’s collar and swinging the boy like a hammer, a hundred feet into the air . . .

A bird caught him.

If one could call a creature with fur a bird.

It had skin like black velvet, its head blanketed in shiny black feathers, ending in a sharp beak, as if a bat had mated with a crow and spawned something much larger. With a furious screech, it bucked Aladdin onto its spine. Then it stretched its wings, drawing quick shallow breaths, before it revved forward and slammed into thunderclouds, lightning detonating all around like fireworks.

He had to be dreaming, Aladdin thought, shielding his ears from blasting thunder. Surely he was still in bed, conjuring this madness—

But then the bird swooped, slashing out of clouds, and Aladdin saw the sky filled with these sleek, furry creatures, all carrying menacing-looking children on their backs. Beneath them was a pockmarked manor that looked like it had been dipped in mud.

The School for Evil.

One by one, the birds flung the children off, dropping them into hellish darkness.

Aladdin’s heart seized.

So it had happened.

He was Evil after all.

Now he would be condemned to a life of villainy. That is, if he could survive his time at school with murderers and monsters . . .

But then something peculiar happened.

His bird didn’t drop him in the Evil school.

Instead, it flew past it to the other side of the same manor, leaving all the other Evil children behind. This side of the house was ivory white, with a grove of cherry blossoms shedding petals in the sun.

With a disgusted screech, the bird threw Aladdin down. The boy screamed in shock, freefalling to certain death—

Until a tree caught him in its branches.

Dazed, Aladdin poked his head up.

All around, boys and girls were rising from the ground, clean-cut and luminous.

The new students of this school.

Good students.

Aladdin blinked. Impossible, he thought. Me . . . Good?

But then he felt the metal outlines of something in his coat pocket and slowly a smile crept across the boy’s face.

The lamp.

It had to be.

He hadn’t even made his first wish yet and already his luck had begun to change.
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Just before noon, the two School Masters came out of their study and headed to the theater to welcome the new students.

“If Aladdin was on your list for Evil, how did he end up in my school?” Rhian asked, broad and tan with messy curls.

Rafal glanced at him, his spikes of snow-colored hair as pale as his skin. “Ask the stymphs.”

“They’re your birds and under your control,” his Good brother reminded.

“Until today,” Rafal groused. “They insist they put Aladdin where he belongs.”

“That cheating thief? An Ever?” Rhian said.

Rafal nodded. “I tried changing him in the ledger too, but the Storian erased his name on the Evil roll and switched him back to yours.”

The Good School Master stared at his twin. “So it’s the Storian’s doing, then.”

“Apparently the Pen has overruled our judgment for the first time,” Rafal surmised.

“It thinks we made a mistake?” Rhian replied. “We don’t make mistakes on souls.”

“One of the few things we agree on,” said Rafal.

He grinned at his brother, but Rhian was pensive as they made their way through the school, a modest chateau no bigger than an estate house or a country villa. The brothers liked it this way, an intimate school that favored community rather than grand or selfish ambitions. Good students bunked in the east wing, Evil students in the west. Evers and Nevers shared most of their classes together, along with common rooms that served Good and Evil both. At first, they’d considered separating Good from Evil more intently, but just as Rhian and Rafal protected the school together, despite their opposing souls, they wanted the students to keep a healthy rivalry while respecting the balance of the Woods. It is why the Storian had named the twins as School Masters. Because their love for each other was greater than their loyalty to a side. As long as their love stayed strong, Good and Evil in balance, then the Storian reflected this balance in its fairy tales. Sometimes Good won at the end of a story. Sometimes Evil. And it was these victories and losses that made each side strive to do better. In this way, the Pen moved the world forward, one story at a time.

As for the school’s place in all this, the Storian’s tales tracked the students who had graduated from the famous academy, which is why young Evers and Nevers worked so hard in their classes, hoping the Pen would one day tell their story after graduation and make them into legends. The walls of the School Masters’ study were lined with cases of these stories—The Frog Prince, Tom Thumb, Clever Maria, Goldilocks, and more—every fairy tale ever told, each book a tribute to a former student.

As they neared the Supper Hall, Rafal noticed his brother still quiet. “Surely that thief boy isn’t worth this much thought.”

Rhian looked at him. “The Pen must have switched him for a reason. What if Aladdin is Evil . . . but the Pen thinks I can make him Good? What if he’s a test?”

“To turn a Never into an Ever?” Rafal scowled. “Impossible.”

“But we both agree this boy isn’t Good and we don’t make mistakes when it comes to a soul,” Rhian replied. “Yet if I can turn him Good . . . if I can make him into an Ever . . .”

“Then what would stop you from doing it with all Evil souls?” Rafal mocked, expecting Rhian to laugh.

But his brother didn’t. Instead he smiled, as if it was exactly what he’d been thinking too.

Rafal went cold. “What happened to balance?”

“It’s the Storian’s test, isn’t it? Take it up with the Pen,” Rhian quipped. Then he saw the dark expression in his brother’s face. “I’m only joking, Rafal. A soul can’t be changed. Either we’re wrong and he is Good—”

“We’re never wrong,” said Rafal.

“—or the Pen is wrong, and my attempts to turn him into an Ever will fail,” said Rhian.

“And fail miserably,” Rafal sniped. He peered at his brother. “But you’ll still try?”

“Wouldn’t you, if you thought the Storian might be on your side?” Rhian teased, nudging him.

“Perhaps,” said Rafal. But he pulled away, as if a challenge had been issued.

Each brother, silently claiming the student for his team.

A student they had yet to meet.

The School Masters reached the theater. Rhian glanced at his Evil twin, seeing he was the pensive one now. “You know, Rafal, ever since we’ve been teenagers, you’ve become very moody.”

“We’ve been teenagers for a hundred years,” Rafal replied.

“Precisely,” said Rhian, before he placed his palms on the wooden doors and pushed them both open.
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Like most kids in the Endless Woods, Aladdin had assumed the School for Good would be a feast of swordfighting, pretty girls, and late-night mischief in the dormitories.

What he didn’t expect was so many rules.

“Rule number 10,” said Professor Mayberry, Dean of Good, an elegant, dark-skinned woman who stood so straight and snapped her consonants so crisply it made Aladdin’s buttocks clench. “Good and Evil are both invited to the Snow Ball, the winter dance that takes place on Christmas Eve. All Evers are required to go—”

“And all Nevers are encouraged not to,” growled a skeletal man next to her, his skin a peculiar shade of gray, his hair more salt than pepper, and his eyebrows thick and very black. This was Professor Humburg, Dean of Evil. “After the first year, you will be divided into three tracks based on your performance. One for Leaders, one for Followers, and one for Mogrifs.”

Aladdin yawned and yanked at his bow tie, bored out of his skull and irritated that he’d been harnessed in this cockamamie outfit, complete with ruffles and tails, like he was a circus monkey. (Also, what in the world was a mogrif?) He looked around the theater, just as froufrou as his uniform, with ornate wooden pews and rosette windows, and he wondered how the Evil kids could put up with all this puffery. Indeed, the Nevers were seated across the aisle, about fifty of them in the same frilly uniforms as Good, while on his side, twenty-five Everboys listened obediently to the Deans, as did the twenty-five Evergirls seated in the rows behind him. One had caught his notice, a small girl whose feet barely touched the floor, with bright pink eyeshadow, rosy cheeks, and purple ribbons in her black hair. Aladdin tried to make eye contact, but her focus was firmly on Professor Mayberry.

“Rule number 11. The School Masters’ study is strictly off-limits,” the Dean of Good declared, “as are all faculty offices—”

If he wanted rules, he would have stayed in Shazabah, Aladdin grouched silently. By now, he’d have made his three wishes and have a princess and a palace and everyone here would know his name. He patted at the lamp in his jacket pocket. He hadn’t a second to himself since he won it from Salim. What good was having the lamp if he never got a chance to use it?

Aladdin glanced over at the Nevers, dressed just like the Evers, but then he looked closer and saw they were subtly altering their uniforms, slashing sleeves and cutting holes in the shirts, while showing off scars and tattoos and the weapons they’d managed to sneak through.

Rule-breakers, Aladdin thought.

Definitely his people.

He whirled around to the girl with purple ribbons. “Want to see something?”

The girl ignored him, her eyes on the stage.

“Rule number 12,” Mayberry was saying. “You are forbidden to leave your dorm rooms after 9:00 p.m.—”

“Look,” Aladdin pestered, reaching into his pocket. “It’s the magic lamp.”

“Sure it is,” the girl snipped, not looking at him.

Next to Aladdin, a tall boy with fair skin and red hair chortled. “Good luck. That’s Kyma, the Princess of Maidenvale. Every guy’s got his eye on her for the Snow Ball, including Hephaestus.”

He nodded down the pew at a muscular brown boy, with a shaved head and pure green eyes, who all the other Everboys kept peeking at, seeking his approval, even though Hephaestus seemed unaware of their existence.

“Which means you don’t stand a chance,” the red-haired boy warned Aladdin.

This was the wrong thing to say, because now that Aladdin had the magic lamp, he could make a wish for anything he wanted, including thrashing Hephaestus in a wrestling match or taking Princess Kyma to the Snow Ball. But it was even more the wrong thing to say, because now that he could win his princess with the lamp, he wanted to win her without it.

He spun back to Kyma. “I swear it’s the magic lamp. Straight from the Cave of Wishes.”

Kyma sighed. “No, it’s not, because everyone including my father has tried to find the Cave of Wishes and it cannot be found. So by all means keep telling lies, but not to me, because lies have a certain smell on the breath and yours is starting to stink.”

Aladdin flushed, his teeth gritting. “Guess I’ll have to show you, then.”

He raised a hand to the lamp to rub it—

“You there!” a voice snapped from the stage.

A sea of Evers and Nevers turned to Aladdin.

The boy froze, like a cat trying to blend with its surroundings.

Kyma smirked at him.

“Is there something you’d like to share with us?” Professor Mayberry asked, frowning.

“No,” said Aladdin.

“He says he has the magic lamp!” the red-haired boy to his right heckled.

“The lamp from the Cave of Wishes!” hooted another boy to his left, who’d been eavesdropping.

Students on both sides of the aisle jeered and sniggered.

Aladdin could see Hephaestus giving him a pitying look.

“I do have it! And there’s a genie inside!” Aladdin defended angrily, holding it up, but the laughter was louder now, a theater full of new students bonded by a fool to mock. Aladdin leapt to his feet, raising his voice. “When I make my first wish, I’ll turn all of you into frogs! Then you’ll see!”

“Let’s hope it won’t come to that,” a male voice echoed.

Everyone in the theater went still, the Deans included.

Aladdin watched the twin School Masters enter, gliding down the aisle, the Evil brother with spiky white hair and milky-pale skin, the Good brother warm and wild-haired, both of them in matching blue robes. Aladdin had heard rumors of these two immortal teenagers who ruled the school and protected the Storian that wrote the Woods’ tales. But now in their presence, he sensed the power behind their light-colored eyes. Eyes that were focused entirely on him.

“Let me have it,” the Good brother ordered.

Aladdin didn’t dare disobey, even if parting with the lamp made him sick. He surrendered his treasure.

The Good School Master inspected it, then glanced at his twin before offering the lamp back to Aladdin. “A fake. No doubt about it.”

The Evil School Master studied the lamp over his shoulder, equally unimpressed . . . But then something in his face changed. A twinkle in the frosty pools of his eyes, as if the ice had cracked.

“I’m not sure I agree, brother,” he said, snatching the lamp before Aladdin could retrieve it.

The Good School Master gave the Evil one a confused look, but the Evil brother was already striding down the aisle, handing the lamp to Dean Humburg before whispering quite loudly, “Lock it in your office, where no one can get it.”

Dean Humburg shot Aladdin a glare. “Certainly, Master Rafal.”

The Good brother seemed baffled by all this, asking his twin: “Can we get on with our Welcoming speeches or shall we investigate other students’ keepsakes in case they’re the Holy Grail?”

“By all means, give your speech first,” Rafal replied. “You know, since the Storian is on your side.”

Rhian pursed his lips. “With that attitude, maybe it should be.”

Both School Masters peered at each other, then looked out at the students.

At a student.

But Aladdin didn’t notice their stares, the boy consumed with a single thought.

How to get into Dean Humburg’s office.

A thought that the Evil School Master seemed to be encouraging, because he grinned right at Aladdin the moment the boy settled on a plan.
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Tempting a thief is never a good idea, especially a thief who thinks you’ve stolen from him.

Since Professor Humburg was Evil’s Dean, his office would be on the west side of the manor, which meant Aladdin had to break out of his room, sneak over to Evil’s wing, find Humburg’s lair, and steal back his lamp without anyone catching him. Even for a cocky optimist like Aladdin, the challenge was steep. Luckily, the Good dormitories were unguarded after the teachers went to bed, trusting in the virtue of their students, so a short while after midnight, Aladdin tiptoed past his sleeping roommates and out into the hallway, towards the stairwell—

He stopped short.

Hephaestus and Kyma were on the steps, halfway down the staircase, playing cards. Hephaestus was in a tight, sleeveless shirt and Kyma in purple pajamas that matched the streaks in her hair. Neither spoke nor made a sound, but from the way they peeked at each other after each move, gloating or grinning, the whole game felt more romantic than if he’d caught them kissing.

Aladdin snorted angrily and the two Evers craned their heads, but Aladdin was already hustling for the rear stairwell, his fists curled. He wanted to storm to Professor Mayberry’s room and report them for breaking rules; he wanted to see those arrogant lovebirds punished. But since he too had snuck out of his room to do something even worse, he could only swallow his bitterness and stick to his plan. How could she choose that dead-eyed, overinflated dunce instead of him? How could she be so predictable? Aladdin sucked in a breath. Kyma was just like everyone in Shazabah. Everyone who underestimated him and his worth.

No matter.

Soon he’d have his lamp and Princess Kyma would be his.

Didn’t matter how he got her love. What mattered is that the world see him as worthy of her love. Then he would be like Hephaestus: wanted and valued, not just in the minds of others, but also in his own.

First things first. Humburg’s office.

He hurried downstairs, crossing the foyer to the west wing stairwell—

Aladdin stopped cold.

Mayberry.

Sweeping from the dining hall in a velvet dressing gown and spooning a chocolate pudding she’d retrieved for a midnight snack.

She lifted her head, about to see Aladdin—

All of a sudden, the Dean froze, as if petrified to stone, the pudding spoon still in her mouth.

He waited for her to move, but Mayberry just stood there, her gaze fixed past him.

Slowly Aladdin reached out his hand and touched her face, her skin warm, her pulse strong. But she didn’t flinch or shift, her body stiff as a statue.

Aladdin hesitated, unsure what just happened.

But like he’d learned when he’d stumbled upon the lamp in a market alley, one mustn’t question good fortune.

He ran past her, up the stairs.

By the time he looked down, Professor Mayberry had unfrozen, already tasting her next dose of pudding and ambling on her way.

There is a difference between good fortune and too much good fortune, though.

From the moment he entered the west wing, forces seemed to be clearing obstacles away, as if he belonged here.

As if Evil was his true place.

The dorm halls were too dark at night to navigate, a maze of corridors and stairwells, and yet, whenever Aladdin reached a crossroads, a rat or a cockroach would skitter by and peep—“This way!”—pointing him in the right direction.

When a one-eyed teacher turned into his hall, the wall reached out and yanked Aladdin back.

An ogre guard slumped to sleep the moment he spotted the boy.

Then two bats fluttered by, yipping “Humburg, Humburg, Humburg” and leading him to a door at the end of a hall, the Dean’s name carved into it.

And if all of this wasn’t proof enough that Evil was conspiring in his favor . . . the door to Professor Humburg’s office mysteriously unlatched for him.

Aladdin slipped inside, assuming he’d have to search for where the Dean locked the lamp. But instead, he heard a rattling from a drawer in the corner desk—a drawer that when he couldn’t pick the lock popped open with an exasperated creak as if it had no time for amateurs.

The moment he set eyes on it, the lamp sparkled like a jewel, then went warm in Aladdin’s hands, purring softly, like it had willed the boy to find it and now it was home.

So was it the lamp helping me all along? Aladdin reconsidered, watching his reflection in its surface. Maybe I am actually Good, then. Because why would the lamp help someone Evil?

A snore came from another room. Humburg’s bedchamber.

Aladdin seized his treasure and scampered out.

Whos or whats or whys didn’t matter.

The lamp was his once more.

Soon he was back down the stairwell, firmly on the side of Good, and it was here on the balcony outside his room, while his roommates slept, that Aladdin at last had the peace and quiet to thrust his prize into the moonlight and rub it hard, once, twice, thrice—

Red smoke spun out, rising into a shadowy, slithering form, a snake surging high into the night, before shoving its face against Aladdin’s.

“Young Masster,” it hissed. “What is your firssst wissshhhh?”

Aladdin recoiled. He’d always imagined the genie to be more friendly, more cuddly and less . . . scaly.

“Sssssspeak, boy!” the genie spat, eyes glowing red.

Aladdin bucked up. It didn’t matter who was granting his wish. It didn’t matter if he was Good or Evil. What mattered was the wish itself, made with the purest Good intentions.

He glared into the snake’s eyes.

“I wish for Princess Kyma to fall madly in love with me.”





7.

A few floors up, in their study, the brothers were having a late dinner.

“Bragging about his lamp? Threatening to turn everyone into frogs? How can anyone think that boy is Good?” Rafal groused, biting into his steak. “The Pen is wrong about him. Which means the Storian can no longer be trusted.”

“The Pen that named us as School Masters? The Pen that keeps our world alive?” Rhian said, sliding a piece of fish off his knife. “Forgive me if I still trust the Storian over you. If it says Aladdin is Good, it must be true. Just wait and see.”

“If he is Good, then why didn’t you see it to begin with?” Rafal challenged him.

“Why didn’t you?” Rhian slung back.

Rafal exploded. “Why is the Storian interfering in our school! Why now? Good has won five tales in a row and suddenly the Pen’s giving you my well-earned students, too?” He swatted his plate off the table, crashing it against a bookcase. “Suppose you’re right? What if the Pen is on your side? What if it wants to do away with Evil entirely! Then what!”

[image: image]


Rhian sighed. “Calm down. The balance will work itself out, like always. In the meantime, you’ve wasted a perfectly good dinner. Again.” He kneeled down and cleaned up the mess. “Besides, it’s only four tales. The Pen isn’t done with the tale of Peter Stumpf. He was one of your best students when he was here, wasn’t he? Now he’s a man-eating werewolf, who might very well have his day.”

Rafal walked over to the white stone table as the enchanted steel carved THE END into a book’s final page.

“Well, Peter Stumpf just got burned at the stake and a dog’s licking the bones, so not sure it’s the victory I’m looking for.”

Rhian took a sip of wine. “Oh.”

Rafal tossed the finished book onto the floor. “Well, if Aladdin shows he’s Evil, that will rebalance things. And it’ll prove we were right about him all along. That we were doing our jobs. The days of trusting the Storian blindly will be over. About time we had faith in our own judgment—in Man instead of Pen.”

Rhian said nothing, downing the last of the wine.

“Pity the Little Thief doesn’t have his lamp anymore,” Rafal added. “His wish would be very enlightening.”

Rhian peered at him suspiciously.

“I know what you’re thinking,” said Rafal. “You’re thinking, ‘Why does my brother always cause trouble instead of being happy the way things are? Why can’t he be more like me?’”

“I’m thinking that without me, you wouldn’t know you were Evil and without you, I wouldn’t know I was Good,” said Rhian.

“True, but all twins know there is one that was created better,” Rafal needled. “It is the secret that bonds them.”

“I thought the secret was
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