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			To Courtney and Camille – my sisters, my better thirds, my everything. From the time we were born as three tiny, ugly babies, you’ve been at my side, guiding me through my own Underworld. I would go to hell and back for you, always.

		
	
		
		
			‘Hell is empty
And all the devils are here.’

			William Shakespeare,
The Tempest, Act 1, Scene ii
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			February

			I’ve never understood the concept of open-casket funerals. Lines of mourners queuing to stare down into a rectangular box where a loved one lies covered in makeup to hide the gray pallor and blue lips. The sickly-sweet smell of funeral homes and the suffocating aroma of an endless sea of flowers.

			Funerals are macabre enough. So, as I look down at the oak casket and at my sister, her hands folded unnaturally across her stomach, all I can think is how this is so very wrong.

			That isn’t Violet. It can’t be.

			‘I am so sorry for your loss. She was such a wonderful girl.’ The same damned line delivered over and over again passed from grimaced lips over the body of my sister and to my parents.

			I ignore the people filing into the funeral home and crossing over the faded pink carpet to the coffin, their coats dusted with melting snow.

			I stare down at Violet, my jaw clenched tight to keep the tears back, and finger the crumpled note she sent me a little over a week ago, deep inside the pocket of my black dress.

    
      Acta deos numquam mortalia fallunt.

			Watch for Tooth and Talon. Follow the path of Anubis.

			–Violet

			

			The wax seal has crumbled from my constant picking and the edges of the thick paper curl inward. The Latin scrolls across my tongue as I repeat the translation silently.

			Mortal actions never deceive the gods.

			When the line thins out while mourners file into the adjoining chapel to await the service, my mother sags.

			‘Almost over, Andy,’ she says to me, a tiny, weak smile flickering on her thin lips.

			Dad doesn’t speak, he only looks down at Violet with a vacant expression. He’s trying to be strong, to not cry. But he can’t mask the sheen in his eyes as he reaches down to squeeze one of Violet’s limp hands. As soon as the last attendee enters the chapel, Dad flees to join them.

			I know I should go too, but my feet won’t cooperate. I can’t move, can’t breathe, can’t think. The mysterious note pricks at my thoughts, at my already tender conscience. I can’t shake the feeling that I am missing something.

			I look down at Violet. Wake up, I plead.

			She doesn’t.

			Acta deos numquam mortalia fallunt.

			‘Come on.’ Mom extends her hand, a tremor rippling across her fingers. ‘Grandpa Emmerson is giving the eulogy.’

			I glance over at the open doors and the waiting crowd. The second I leave this room the funeral director will shut the lid and seal the casket. And I’ll never see Violet’s face again.

			A rushing sound skates over my ears. I shake my head, trying to clear it. My heart races, pushing blood past my ears.

			I rub my eyelids, jostling my tear-smudged glasses, spreading even more mascara across the bags under my eyes. ‘I need a second. Please.’

			Mom’s face breaks a little more. She’s faded like a painting left in the sun. Losing a child is the worst kind of pain, they say. I’ve seen it over the past week since we got the call from the headmaster at Violet’s school. How Mom screamed and dropped her phone. How Dad’s face went white.

			Me? I ran to my room and was sick all over the carpet.

			Dead at eighteen. Violet would grumble about that in her obituary and insist on it reading eighteen and a half. She is particular like that.

			Was.

			Mom puts a delicate hand on my shoulder, but I hardly feel it. ‘Alright, take a moment. But, Andy, I know Violet wouldn’t want you to torture yourself.’

			It’s on the tip of my tongue to say the same thing to her, but Mom looks too delicate. She’s probably slept even less than I have. Her hair, as dark brown and curly as mine, hangs limp around her hollowed face. A ghost of a person.

			‘Don’t take too long to say goodbye.’ Mom leans over and presses a kiss to Violet’s cold forehead. Wiping at her cheeks, she braces herself, pulling her tiny frame taut, and heads for the chapel.

			Finally, I’m alone. I know the funeral director is hanging in the wings, his oiled black hair glistening like a grease spill. But I don’t care. I study Violet’s face. It’s her … but it’s not. The expression is too slack, there’s no spark or fire. Her black hair is straight and arranged too neatly. Her eyebrows have a few strays the mortician must not have plucked.

			The thought of someone’s hands running over my dead sister’s body sends a jolt of nausea through me. I curl my fingers around the edge of the casket, my throat tight and stinging.

			‘I’m so sorry, Vee. I should have talked to you, made you listen.’ Reaching out to clutch her leg, a half-sob rattles from my lungs.

			It’s so cold. There’s no comfort here. There’s nothing but a raw, gaping hole my sister left behind.

			Violet should be preparing to start her final year at that academy, the one so pretentious it had 13 grades instead of the usual 12. Violet was smart, the star of the family. A light that blazed so bright it always burned, but I was happy to bear a few scars if it meant Violet could be happy. Be seen.

			She shouldn’t be buried by parents who aren’t even gray.

			‘You can’t leave me here,’ I whisper, the fabric of her skirt scratching my palm. ‘What were you trying to tell me? What does it mean?’

			Of course, Violet doesn’t answer. My thigh burns and I rub at the itchy tights covering my leg and the tattoo my parents don’t know about. The one that matches Violet’s.

			I study her wrist where a bracelet identical to mine rests against her stomach. The charms are all there: the silver antlers, the golden crescent moon and the pewter moth. My fingers graze my own charms, all identical except for the last one. The one Violet sent me with that cryptic note only three days before she died. A curved tooth, like a wolf’s incisor.

			Mortal actions never deceive the gods.

			The funeral director walks deliberately by me. His shadow streaks across the hallway as he paces. I take a ragged breath and straighten, my hand resting on Violet’s cold leg. My tattoo burns again, and on impulse, I’m desperate to see Violet’s. That was the last time we saw each other, getting those tattoos on her eighteenth birthday.

			The rushing sound returns to my ears, louder this time. My fingers shake so badly that I can only bring myself to nudge her favorite skirt a few centimeters. I expect to see the bloom of black ink against her chalky-looking skin. The kiss of a pattern: antlers cradling a moth and a crescent moon.

			There is nothing but blank skin.

			My tongue lodges to the roof of my mouth. I move the hem again. Nothing.

			Ice creeps into my veins, and lodges in my stomach. Makeup. It has to be the makeup. They put that on dead bodies, right? A way to make them look less wrong. Clinging with one hand on the lip of the casket, I press my fingers into Violet’s stiff, cold skin and rub. The pale canvas of her thigh remains the same. I grit my teeth, lick my thumb and scrub harder.

			Gone.

			I snatch my hand away from the body, stomach heaving. No, no, no.

			The room spins, dizziness swirling my thoughts and senses. I stumble back but my shoes stick to the carpet and I collapse to my knees, staring in horror at the body.

			The hair, the face, the skin. That sense of wrongness curdles my stomach. I bury my fingers in the carpet and struggle to breathe. Blackness tinges the edge of my vision, vast and endless. I can’t feel the scratch of the rug on my fingers and knees.

			A heavy thud resounds in my ear. My heart flies into my throat and I jerk aside. The funeral director stares down at me with strained sympathy, his comb-over glinting. He secures the casket’s lid, sealing the body from my vision.

			Cold sweat slicks my skin. I shiver, hunched like an animal on the faded, musty carpet, still gasping for breath. Beneath my fingers, the fibers are damp.

			He extends one hand down to me and nods towards the chapel. ‘The service is starting. You should join your parents now.’

			I stagger to my feet and follow the director as he wheels the casket towards the chapel. Each step sends something burning through my veins.

			Acta deos numquam mortalia fallunt.

			Mortal actions never deceive the gods.

			The strange charm, the cryptic note, the missing tattoo. And something clicks. Something that makes that terrible sick feeling scald the back of my throat. Because it’s my fault. I missed the signs. She was trying to warn me.

			She is trying to warn me.

			I sit down next to my mother as the service begins, but I don’t cry. Sniffles brush past my ears and my fingers curl into fists because there is only one thing I am sure of: the body in the casket is not my sister.

			Violet is alive.
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			August

			Six Months Later

			The cab driver stands at the set of wrought-iron gates illuminated by two weak orange sconces. Rain falls, dripping steadily over the brim of his hat and into his eyes. He pushes the call button again and again.

			I press my nose to the half-open window, ignoring the way it smudges my glasses. Although it’s only the last week of August, the air is chilly and choked with an oppressive mist. The call box crackles to life amid the sound of gently falling rain.

			Jones, the cab driver, replies to the garbled words and tugs his cap lower over his face before he retreats to the taxi. ‘Cursed intercom is getting soaked in the rain. They could hardly hear me, miss.’

			‘It’s alright.’ I use my sleeve to clean my glasses before perching them back on my nose. ‘They’re expecting us.’

			Jones doesn’t reply as the iron gates stretch wide open. A shudder skates along my skin as we drive towards Ravens-wood Academy, gravel crunching beneath the tires like dried bone.

			Darkness encases the cab as we wind through the narrow road lined with thick pine trees. The air smells both clean and putrid, like fresh rain and decaying leaves. Life and death. I rub absently at the tattoo on my upper thigh.

			All at once, the stately outline of the school emerges from the mist and rain. Lights blaze in almost every window. Ravenswood Academy stands imposing, a sprawling four-story Victorian mansion studded with gothic architecture. The car rolls to a stop under a covered drive leading to a stone staircase and intricately carved front doors.

			Gray stone and red brick blur together as Jones opens the door and my glasses fog up. I pull my cramped body from the back seat and twist the silver bracelet around my wrist, charms tinkling. The front doors are flung open and a man in a brown tweed suit stands at the top of the stairs, his graying hair slicked back.

			‘Miss Emmerson.’ He descends the stairs as Jones grabs my two suitcases and hefts them from the trunk. ‘I am glad you arrived safely. Follow me, please.’ He looks down his hooked nose at me.

			My heart beats frantically.

			Headmaster Madden is everything that Violet had described. Dark, beady eyes peer out of a face that has wrinkles mixed with subtle nips and tucks that speak of facelifts. It’s clear he doesn’t approve of my presence here. My fingers tighten on the strap of my backpack. 

			I remember the dull monotone of his voice speaking on the other end of my father’s phone, that cold February morning. How he had so calmly described the very event that tore my life apart – that tore my parents apart.

			I hate him already.

			‘Now, since you are coming in a few weeks after the start of the school year, your teachers are aware and have arranged packets to make up for readings. Our counselor approved your schedule this morning.’ Madden opens the door to the administration wing and strides into a large office. ‘You’ll have a roommate and a hall chaperone.’

			I make a non-committal nod. Just enough to acknowledge that I heard him. He doesn’t look at me as he types a password into his computer.

			‘We are glad your parents insisted we admit you for the fall semester instead of waiting for spring.’

			I can taste the sarcasm in his voice.

			He tried to keep me from coming to Ravenswood for as long as possible. He’d said he didn’t want to ‘upset’ me or remind me of ‘unpleasant’ things. But I know he fought my parents so hard for one reason: Violet.

			I remain silent, perched lightly on a hard wooden seat across from him. He clicks around on a computer as I stare vacantly out the window, imagining what things may look like in the daylight. How they might have looked to Violet. She’d loved this school. Loved the art and the history and the exclusiveness of it all.

			I can’t see why.

			‘You’ll be with the rest of the year eleven ladies,’ Madden says absently. ‘Your room is in the east wing, overlooking the gardens and cove. Lovely, I hear. You’ve missed dinner, and students are required to go to bed at half past ten, so your tour will have to wait until tomorrow morning, before breakfast. Here is your schedule and some things from your teachers.’

			I take the bundle of papers, careful not to touch the headmaster’s skin. He continues to prattle on but my focus fades as I study the names of the wings, halls and many rooms on my small map and schedule. They’re all so familiar but strangely alien at the same time.

			I interrupt his speech about the school mission, without waiting for so much as a pause. ‘Can I see Violet’s old room?’

			Madden’s lips purse into a thin line. In the low light of the office, he looks pale and washed out. I can’t see the whites of his eyes. I swallow, fighting against the lump in my throat. Could he be covering up the truth of what happened to my sister?

			‘Andromeda –’

			‘Andy,’ I correct automatically. 

			‘Yes, well, Andy,’ his nose wrinkles, ‘your sister’s room has already been searched by the police. It is empty for now, as most students here have a habit of spreading silly ghost stories, but it will need to be occupied soon. And besides, your sister’s belongings are all gone, mailed to you shortly after we, ah, contacted you … about her situation.’

			‘I know.’ I try to keep the malice from my voice, digging my fingers into my thigh, my tattoo. ‘I just want to see it. See where she lived.’

			Madden stands slowly and shuts off his computer. Disapproval and haughtiness radiate from him. He motions towards the open door and I follow him out into the foyer.

			‘I am afraid you will have to wait for a while yet. We are trying to keep all of that under wraps, to comfort the parents, and to avoid scaring some of our younger students who are easily swayed by their elders.’

			Violet, my vibrant sister, reduced to a ghost story. I bite down on my tongue to keep from screaming. I bite so hard that my eyes water. Blinking away the tears, I look away from Madden.

			My shoes ghost over white marble tiles inlaid in patterns of ivy. Madden stops at the foot of a massive staircase, a grand entryway opening like the throat of a Leviathan, ready to swallow me whole.

			Every inch is cavernous and opulent and reminds me of my sister. Of nights bent over books carrying the heady scent of old paper and history. Of tracing pictures of ancient art beneath my fingertips while listening to her tell me the stories and symbols behind them. My chest squeezes the breath in my lungs and I rub at my burning tattoo.

			‘I will show you to your room. Breakfast is at seven. I will ensure you have someone to give you a tour before then.’ Madden turns towards the large staircase and climbs. I follow him, my eyes glued to his ramrod-straight back.

			We pass small nooks with plush chairs, and skirt past the darkened classrooms. Rain slithers down tall arched windows lining the walls. Below I see thick mist curling around ornamental trees and statues, obscuring my view of the cove beyond. I imagine I can hear the ocean pushing relentlessly against the rocky shore. 

			Finally, we reach the end of the long hall. Here the ceilings are lower than normal and covered in white plaster. A door opens into a large square room filled with couches, chairs and small tables. Girls sit and lounge all over, dutifully typing on laptops, scribbling on paper or scouring huge tomes. They look up as Madden guides me to a set of doors that lead into a long hallway.

			A cacophony of whispers erupts behind us as we disappear into the dorm rooms. 

			‘Violet … sister … dead …’

			Wrong, I think. 

			A woman with long blonde hair – no doubt the hall chaperone – appears from a room at the end.

			‘Mrs Bianchi, this is Andromeda Emmerson. She will be in room 13A with Miss Al Soori,’ Madden says.

			The woman smiles brightly and hands me a brass key dangling from a ribbon. The handle is in the shape of antlers. I shudder as my fingers close around the cool metal.

			‘Welcome, Andromeda.’

			I give Madden a pointed look. ‘It’s just Andy, please.’

			Bianchi seems to smother a smile at Madden’s huff of breath. ‘Well then, Andy, it’s lovely to meet you. Your bed is all set up. The laundry is on the floor below and is accessed with your student ID card.’

			I nod, acutely aware of Madden’s presence beside me, like he’s watching. Waiting for something. Suppressing a shiver, I cross my arms.

			‘And curfew is strictly enforced,’ the headmaster says crisply.

			‘Lights out at ten thirty on weekdays, but the weekends permit a little more leniency,’ Bianchi says softly. ‘Midnight on Friday and Saturday nights. Next year you’ll be allowed into town, with parental permission. The bathroom for this hall is right there,’ she points to a richly carved door with two brass handles, ‘and right here is your room.’

			She opens the door to my room, painted in soft taupe. Inside there are two beds on opposite sides of the room flanked by desks and bedside tables. Two separate closets meet the foot of each bed. It’s small. I can’t imagine Violet enjoying shoving all her clothes into such a tiny closet. 

			One side is taken. It’s decorated with a flag of the United Arab Emirates, plenty of pictures, and a thick pink velvet cover is draped over the bed. No one else is in the room, and I’m relieved not to have to meet my roommate yet.

			Madden sniffs and checks his watch. A Rolex. Figures.

			‘I will see you in the morning, Miss Emmerson. And do let your grandparents know we at Ravenswood Academy appreciate their continued patronage.’

			Right. My father’s parents are the only reason they let me into this school with my crappy GPA and low test scores. Both of them are alumni from Yale. Since Violet started attending, they have donated money yearly. They paid her tuition, now mine. I’m sure it’s to make up for their absence when my father was a kid. Dad’s a professor and is respectably middle class, but it’s only because of my grandparents’ deep pockets that I’m even here. That Violet could go here too.

			The headmaster leaves with a crisp stride to his steps. He can’t wait to get away from me.

			I clench my teeth and watch him go. I drop my bags, a little wet from the rain, at the foot of my bed.

			‘I was sorry to hear about your sister. She was an excellent student,’ Mrs Bianchi says, crossing her arms.

			‘Thank you.’

			The words are hollow at this point. Meaningless.

			‘Her death was a true tragedy,’ she continues as she sidles to the door. ‘I hope you can feel some peace by being in a place she was so fond of.’

			She waits, watching me. Her eyes are dark blue, made darker by the low lamplight, but filled with pity.

			‘Let me know if you need anything at all, Andromeda.’ Finally, she slips out, leaving me alone.

			I take a few deep breaths, turning her words over in my head. Violet’s death was not unfortunate. It never happened.

			I make quick work of unpacking my clothes. I brought little by way of pictures or personal touches. I don’t plan on making a life here. If I do, this place will chew me up and spit me out, just like it did to Violet. Ravenswood won’t sink its claws into my flesh.

			It’s ten by the time I crawl under the covers and shut off the light. My pulse hammers in my throat as I trace the path in my mind, picturing the map of the school I’ve all but memorized. 

			A light flickers on as my roommate stumbles in. I don’t flinch or turn over as she drops something heavy on a desk. She looks over at me, but I keep my eyes slitted, feigning sleep.

			In a matter of minutes she is in her bed and everything is dark once more. Slowly, the chatter in the common room fades until the only sound is the patter of rain on the window and the creaks and groans of the old building.

			As I lie staring at the ceiling I know what I need to do.

			Once everything is quiet, and the rest of the students are asleep, I must hunt for the answers to my questions about Violet’s life here.

			I roll over, staring at the wall.

			The school is hiding something dark and wicked, and I will uncover the twisted truth. Even if it kills me.
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			I lie in bed until the last sounds of slamming doors and murmuring voices fade away. I leave my room and the hallway without a problem, the corridors entirely abandoned this late at night.

			Floorboards creak beneath my bare feet. The long stretch of the year 12 hallway looms ahead, and I search for Violet’s old room. I move slowly, measuring my breaths. The storm that followed me here picks up, and rain pelts the roof and windows.

			A door catches my eye. The brass number, 14D, shimmers. Violet’s room. The air feels thick and heavy. I touch the door. A chill licks across my shoulders.

			My pulse quickens. Sweat gathers at the nape of my neck and I creep forward until the tips of my fingers, poking out from my thick sweater, touch the knob. I twist, and the door swings open. Stale air floods my nostrils, and I slip inside and shut the door.

			I’m not sure exactly what I expected. Violet’s room doesn’t look like the pictures she sent. It’s cold and dark. The heater in the back of the room doesn’t whine and growl like mine. Dust hangs heavy in the air, coating the sterile white sheets that are rumpled on both beds. It’s empty. Devoid of life. There isn’t anything left of Violet.

			I drift around the room, and my heart slows its frantic beating to a disappointed thud. One closet hangs half open, and I run my finger along the door. It should be bursting with Violet’s designer clothes, the ones she begged desperately for and couldn’t bear to part with during the school year. But we boxed those up and hid them away in the garage of our home after the funeral.

			I push my glasses up my nose, squinting. Violet must have hidden something for me in her room. The note she sent made that clear. Why else would she leave it so cryptic, so strange? She knew someone wanted to hurt her, silence her, and that I would come looking. She relied on me. Her room has to hold the answer: a password, a flash drive – something.

			I make another pass around the room, crouching to look beneath the beds and lifting up the mattresses. I open both closets and bedside tables. But there is nothing – just school-issue oak furniture and dust motes. I press my fingers to my temples and try to keep from crying out in frustration.

			The window panes rattle in their thick wooden casings. Tiny cracks in the caulking let in the drafty air and whistle like demonic birds. I jolt away from the window and clutch my arms to my chest.

			There’s nothing here. Nothing.

			Months of planning. Weeks of begging to come to this godforsaken place. A school so exclusive and elitist no kid like me could get inside without my grandparents’ money. I’ve devoted every inch of myself to discovering what Violet had been trying to say. And now all I have to show for it is a looming year stuck at a boarding school I never wanted to go to, and a lonely, dusty room haunted by memories.

			There is nowhere else to look.

			I slide down the wall until I am sitting with my knees folded against my chest. Grasping my head, I tug at my dark brown ringlets. Violet is alive. Alive, alive, alive. I’m sure of it, or she wouldn’t have sent that note, that charm. As I slide my hands along the plaster to push myself upright, the pads of my fingers brush a lump on the skirting board.

			I suck in a breath and lean close, squinting in the darkness. Rain pelts the small window that overlooks the rocky headland and cove below. Shadows of large pine trees lurch across the wall, their fingers scraping and reaching for me.

			‘A crawl space,’ I whisper aloud. Only the barest hint of a raised outline whispers that there is more here than meets the eye.

			I inch forward, tracing my fingers along the skirting board at the base of the wall until I feel it. A notch carved into the section attempting to disguise the small frame of a hidden crawl space.

			Wind howls outside. Branches scrape the roof of the old building. But despite the clammy air sticking to my skin, my blood feels like fire. I claw desperately at the skirting board, prying it off with my thumbnail until it lifts. And where the board was, a series of symbols, so painfully familiar, wink at me in the bleak darkness.

			A moth. A set of antlers. A crescent moon. And a fresh carving surrounded by curls of wood also glares back. A tooth, sharp and long, like a fang.

			I push softly on the carved tooth. The plaster dimples slightly, separating with a groaning sound. Fumbling with my charm bracelet, I hold up the silver tooth. I squeeze the bracelet off my wrist and gently fit the tooth charm into its carved twin. And then I push harder.

			The panel bows inward, giving far too easily, as if there is a hollow spot behind it.

			Footsteps slither outside the door to the dorm room. The scuff of a shoe and the sound of the knob being hastily tested. Biting back a gasp, I slap the skirting board in place, hiding the carvings, and grab my bracelet before diving into the closet. I shut it just as the door to Violet’s room opens.

			I stagger in the small space, knocking my chin against one wall. My glasses tilt across my face but I can’t reach up to fix them. The air feels like syrup, so thick I can’t move or even blink. Fear sets in.

			I hear a voice as the figure enters the room, but the words are difficult to piece together. Another language, ancient and full of sharp vowels. They speak a string of fluent words. But my ears catch on one that I know: Violet.

			I peer through the tiny crack of the closet. A dark shape, lithe and tall, stands near the window, hands hovering in the air like they’re trying to summon something. He speaks again, a chant.

			I stagger, chin knocking against the door again.

			The chanting man freezes and stares right at the closet. I press my spine against the back wall and my heart hammers against my chest.

			A loud sound, like stamping feet, echoes through the hall. The man curses, speaking in English this time, and I glimpse wavy hair and a flash of dark eyes as he whips his head around.

			More voices trail through the hallway as cold sweat slips down my back. I’m going to be found.

			The man shoves the window open and a blast of cold air rattles the closet door, tugging it open a few inches. I pray my dark sweater will cover my pale skin and the knobs of my bare knees. The voices get louder and the man pulls himself out the window, holding on with far more strength than should be possible. I edge closer to the opening of the closet to see what he’s doing, my breath catching in my throat.

			And then he lets go of the frame. I fight back the instinct to scream as he plummets from view.

			I drop to my knees, gasping a lungful of air. That man, that stranger, just jumped from a third-story window. I stare at the growing puddle of rainwater on the floor below the open window frame. The pounding of feet in the hall grows louder and the door swings open once again. This time, the beam of a flashlight cuts the darkness.

			I tuck my knees to my chest and ease the closet door shut until just a narrow crack remains. It seems my sister’s room is far more popular than Madden gave it credit for.

			A group of young girls, freshmen by the looks of it, huddle in the center of the room, each holding a dripping wax candle. One has a Ouija board tucked under her arm. The girls titter and squeal about the cold.

			Bile creeps up my throat as one slides the window shut and the rest gather in a circle on the floor and set their candles down.

			‘Violet, are you there?’ Wind pummels the windows again and a girl shrieks. ‘We wish to speak with the spirit of Violet Emmerson.’

			I clench my fingers into tight fists and bite down on the inside of my cheek. This is my sister’s room, not a haunted mansion.

			‘Violet, tell us what happened to you on the day you died.’

			‘No,’ another girl hisses. ‘Ask her to spy on the boys’ locker rooms!’

			More snickers erupt.

			Wind beats against the window frame like fists. My teeth clench so hard I taste blood, like my gums have split.

			‘Leave,’ I snarl, speaking before I can stop, my voice so ragged and torn I don’t recognize it.

			The girls scream and the Ouija board goes flying as one of them kicks it. They scatter, clutching their candles to their chests.

			‘Violet,’ a girl with blonde hair, their leader I’d guess, says. ‘Is that you?’

			I’m too disgusted, too enraged, to be clever. Instead, I grab the inside of the closet doors and slam them back and forth. The freshmen flee, their screams and yelps causing the rest of the hallway to stir.

			My breath comes in shallow gasps. I move numbly, stepping out of the closet.

			I need to leave, fast. But I see the slightly cracked window and the Ouija board lying on the dark wood floor. I can’t abandon it there, an ugly reminder that everyone believes my sister is dead.

			I rush across the room and grab the board like it’s a filthy sock and nudge the window open. Cold air slaps my skin, dank and bitter. Holding my breath, I peer into the dark gardens, looking for a broken body. There’s nothing but a dent in a shriveled rose bush.

			Impossible.

			Wind whips through my hair and dances across my scalp. For a moment, I think I see a dark shape, a set of shoulders in the treeline. Lightning flashes, bright and sharp. The trees rustle, their needles quivering. And as thunder rolls through the valley, reverberating against the mountain tops, I see the outline of bodies strung up in the trees by their necks. Shadowy limbs dangle, spines bend at ugly angles, and the groan of the dead fights against the boom of thunder.

			A scream catches in my throat as the world plunges into darkness once more. The cold puddle of water stings my bare feet. When another flash of lightning arcs across the clouds, there is nothing but a normal forest outside my sister’s window. A trick of the light.

			Doors open down the hallway and the rumble of voices picks up. I fling the board as hard as I can and it sails into the maze of waterlogged greenery. I slam the window shut. Before I make my escape, I pause and look over at the wall with the carved symbols. The skirting board is still a little loose and I stoop, moving to push it against the wall.

			I push the skirting board firmly in place so no one else can see the carvings. But as I do, a crinkling sound, dry and brittle, whispers to me. Quickly, I pull the skirting back again and see a small gap on the flat side of the board, like a tiny door has slid away. My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth as I look back at the carvings. The gap matches up perfectly with the carving of the tooth on the wall. Like when I pushed my charm into the socket of the carved incisor, it triggered a mechanism when the board was replaced. I dig my finger into the gap, and paper rubs against the pad of my thumb. I pinch, pulling it free.

			Heart hammering, I secure the skirting. Easing the door to Violet’s room open, I peer through the gap and spy shoulders clad in bathrobes. For once I’m glad of my stick-like physique because I can slip through into the crowded hall easily. Ducking my head, I push my curls over my face. Everyone is too confused and bedraggled to pay me any mind. To them, I’m just another face.

			‘What’s going on? Cindy, I can’t understand you when you’re blubbering snot all over my sleeve.’ An older girl with dark brown skin and long black hair stands in front of the sobbing ringleader as she wails about ghosts.

			A woman with cold cream on her face and her hair in a strange mess of home-made rollers comes barreling out of the room at the end of the hall. ‘Enough of this! It’s four in the morning. What are all you year nines doing here? Get back to your rooms before I call your dean.’

			There’s a rush of activity and I leap into the thick of it. Cindy, the blonde girl, is grabbed by the tall one with the smooth dark skin and hauled towards the faculty member. Excited chatter flies through the air and I make my escape while everyone is distracted.

			I’m back in my room before anyone can see my door shut. My roommate’s bed is empty, the covers pulled back. She’ll be back soon, once the adults get the situation under control.

			I clutch the paper, wax seal cracking as I unfurl the parchment. All thoughts of Ouija boards and strange men leaping from windows flee my mind.

			I know this handwriting as well as my own. My stomach drops to my toes as I squint at the parchment. Another clue from Violet.

			
			The path of Anubis begins in the greenhouse.

			Acta deos numquam mortalia fallunt.

			–Violet

			

			Wax crumbles onto my chest as I dig my fingers into the thick paper. I was right. Violet did want me to come to Ravenswood. She left me those carvings, the note in the skirting board, and whatever sits inside the hollow of her wall. Hands trembling, I unfold the paper the rest of the way, and suck in a breath. Below the note is a hastily drawn map of the school grounds with an X marking a spot just inside the edge of the thick forest.

			I hear Mrs Bianchi herding the other girls in our hallway back to bed. My roommate must be out there as well, trying to find the source of the commotion. I move towards my bed, ready to crawl under the covers and reread Violet’s note all night. But I hesitate.

			My bed is rumpled, like someone sat on it, and my pillow is tossed to the side. As I peel my covers back something litters my mattress, small lumps against the dingy cream sheets. I lean forward, squinting in the dark. Tiny bodies, delicate hairs, and soft green wings curling like dried leaves.

			Dead moths. Dozens of them. They’re luna moths, identical to the one inked into my thigh. And below the graveyard of insects, right where my pillow is meant to be, is a red X painted in blood.
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			The next morning the school buzzes with tales of ghosts. I stand at the top of the staircase, my teeth gritted and my backpack crushed to my side.

			The rain continues to drizzle outside and the mist rolling in from the sea is thick and dense. I can hardly see past the border of the gardens and greenhouses lining the back of the school. 

			Every time I blink I see the dead moths on my bed. The bloody X where my head would have been had I not slipped out of my dorm. Someone sent me a message, one that left little to the imagination. I’m not welcome at Ravenswood Academy.

			While I wait, I unroll the note in my fist, the one from Violet’s room, and read it again. The map below her short note depicts the outer grounds of Ravenswood with an X marked beyond the base of the grassy hill where the school rests. The border between civilization and the deep forest. I roll the paper back up and run my thumb along the edge.

			A group of students, all dressed in the mandatory neutral colors, skirt past me and head downstairs. They let their eyes linger a little longer than necessary. I wonder if it’s curiosity guiding their eyes, or something more sinister.

			‘You could have just waited for me in our room, Andromeda,’ a girl grumbles as she comes to my side. I turn from my view of the soaked gardens and fogged windows.

			‘Andy,’ I correct automatically. ‘You’re my roommate.’

			It’s not a question, and she doesn’t take it as one.

			‘Well, Andy, my name is Munia Al Soori, thanks for asking.’ She gives me a perplexed look as she finishes pinning a silky hijab in place. 

			‘Sorry. I got in late and didn’t sleep well.’

			I study her face as she adjusts the scarf around her neck and head. She’s pretty in a delicate sort of way. Her eyes are a dark amber, and her hijab complements her light brown skin. 

			‘I think everyone could hear the squealing, even in the boys’ wing. Usually, I sleep like the dead, but that sure got me out of bed.’ She stops fiddling with her clothes and looks me square in the face as if just realizing who I am. Her eyes widen before she looks away, a flush darkening her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry. All this talk of ghosts is upsetting, I’m sure.’

			Shrugging, I walk down the staircase. I want this over with as quickly as possible so I can run outside and search for the greenhouse. 

			Munia follows me. Her long trousers swish elegantly as she walks, and I feel a twinge of envy. Violet would have loved Munia’s style. Every piece of her clothing is tailored to perfection, she looks more put together than any fashion model. 

			When we hit the base of the stairs, I feel her staring at the side of my face, studying me. I dart a quick glance at her.

			‘Right.’ She lifts her brow, as if in a question. ‘You saw the foyer when you came in, and the admin offices of course. Over there is the cafeteria and dining hall, and through there is one of the libraries …’

			I shut my mind off and follow dutifully behind Munia. She pauses now and then, waiting for me to reply, but after the third stretch of silence on my end she stops trying. We see the first two floors of the school. She points out the hallways that lead to the English and math classrooms, indicates which rooms are primarily history and fine arts, and so on.

			As she leads me through libraries, study rooms, offices and the gym, my thoughts are far away, nestled in the pine trees where my sister’s secret greenhouse waits.

			When Munia finally stops by the dining hall doors, and the smell of eggs and burning pancake batter hit my nose, I tuck my backpack closer to my ribs and take a step back.

			‘Thank you. I’m going to go back to our room for a minute. I forgot my pens.’ Giving her a tight nod, I turn to the little alcove. A door leads directly into the back gardens.

			‘There’s an alumni lunch today,’ Munia calls as I look back over my shoulder. Her brow is furrowed. ‘All the students, from year eleven on, are required to go. An alumni panel speaks and answers questions. If you want to sit with me, I can save you a spot.’

			‘Okay, thanks.’ I nod, eyeing the clock on the wall above her head.

			‘If you need anything, you can ask me.’ Munia frowns a little and watches me go. ‘I’m at student council meetings most days and in the library studying, but you know where I live.’ She laughs a little.

			I give a half-hearted smile and back away again. When she turns towards the dining hall, shaking her head, I bolt for the back door. 

			I take in a deep breath and fill my nose with the scent of pine and saltwater. The rain has let up a little, but the mist still clings to the ground even as weak sunlight filters through the low cloud cover. My plaid brown trousers, tucked into boots, and my thick navy sweater stick to my skin.

			A low brick wall cuts a path through the grass. Greenhouses are lined up against the back of the property and flower beds burst with herbs, shrubs and saplings. But none is the one that Violet indicated. The forest she marked waits beyond the stretch of the grassy hill, past the school grounds.

			The property ambles down, tumbling towards the rocky beach far below. I walk along the edge of the manicured lawn, studying the area. There are crumbling outbuildings in the distance and low stone walls from demolished portions of the old school near the treeline. It would take days to scour the place properly.

			My boot catches in the tangled, wet grass. As I crouch to tear the toe of my shoe free, my eyes snag on a crushed bush near a gutter.

			I crane my neck up and count the windows. The bush is directly below Violet’s room. My jaw clicks as I recall the dark figure leaping from the room above and disappearing into the night. Hiking my bag up on my shoulder, I march towards the flower bed, searching for signs of footprints.

			The rose bush is tangled and bruised, lying in a broken heap. Ruby-red petals lie crushed and sodden beneath the outline of a boot. The divots are full of water from the rain and barely visible, but they’re there. Besides the footprints, there’s nothing to hint of broken bones or blood.

			Impossible. But I’ve encountered the impossible with Violet.

			‘Looking for this?’

			A hand, a soft golden brown, is outstretched, elegant fingers wrapped around a muddy Ouija board. Attached to the hand is a boy in school colors. His angular brows, thick and black, are like slashes across his face, accentuating the alluring dark brown, almost black, eyes.

			‘No.’ I adjust my bag and step out of the bushes, gasping as my lungs slowly fill with the damp air. ‘Just looking.’

			The boy drops his hand to his side and pushes his damp black hair from his forehead. ‘Anything in particular you’re after?’

			‘Nothing you could help me with.’ I step around him, ignoring the bitter taste in my mouth and the memories of squealing girls clustered around the very board in his hand.

			‘You’ll find digging around in the rose bushes isn’t on the list of extra-curriculars that Ravenswood offers,’ he says, one hand tucked into his pocket.

			He’s handsome, in that annoyingly perfect way that makes you ache to look. His limbs are long and lean, his neck graceful, his lips so perfectly sculpted he looks like marble. The exact preppy trust fund brat I expected to encounter in a place like this. Except mud is caked onto the knees of his immaculately pressed navy trousers. The sleeves of his crisp white button-down are rolled up to his elbows, and those long fingers have dirt beneath the perfect oval nails.

			‘It looks like you’ve been doing some digging yourself,’ I say, narrowing my eyes to study him more closely. No one else is outside in the gardens, it’s too cold and misty.

			‘Botany class. I was looking for wild mint,’ he says absently and shrugs. ‘What do you think this is doing out here?’ He waves the Ouija board around, and I resist the urge to curl my lip at the sight of it.

			‘What do I look like, a ghost hunter?’

			A short, barking laugh erupts from his lips as a bell rings, high and grating, through the air. He trots along beside me as I duck my head and let my hair tumble around my face, heading across the lawn and back to the door I came through.

			‘I’m Jae Han.’ He offers his free hand, but I ignore it, shoving my own deep into the pockets of my sweater.

			I say nothing as he opens the door for me. Our boots squeak, leaving little smudges of mud on the pristine tiles. My skin itches and my throat burns. I rub my eyes. Hard. When was the last time I slept a full night?

			‘Hello? Did you hear me?’ Jae asks, waving his hand in my face.

			I squint up at him. ‘What?’

			‘I asked if you knew where you were going.’ He produces a shockingly white handkerchief from his pocket and wipes his hands clean. ‘I can take you to your class if you like. Don’t want you to get lost in the gardens again.’

			‘I’m fine.’

			‘Come on.’ He gives me a dazzling smile, the kind I’m sure he uses on everything with a pulse to get what he wants. ‘I promise I won’t bite.’

			I ignore him, my fingers trailing the outline of Violet’s new note in my pocket.

			‘Listen,’ Jae licks his lips, hesitating before moving an inch closer, ‘if you need any help getting settled –’

			‘I don’t want anything from you.’ I turn abruptly from the strange boy still holding a dripping Ouija board.
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			Voices murmur from within the gym. The doors are flung open wide and posters on easels announce the alumni lunch. With a heavy sigh, I curl one hand around the strap of my bag and duck my head, walking inside.

			Circular tables trimmed with crisp white tablecloths dot the polished wooden floor. Expensive silverware and china are artfully placed on each one. A small stage is set up at the front with a long banquet-style table coated with lush floral arrangements. The alumni panel file in and take their seats.

			I skirt around the back of the gym, zeroing in on an empty table.

			The room fills with year 11, 12 and 13 students. All look eagerly – almost enviously – at the panel of slick, chic adults lined up at the front of the gym. A man with salt-and-pepper hair and a sleek Armani suit lounges gracefully in the center of the head table, his steely-blue eyes hard.

			‘Everyone, please take a seat.’ Headmaster Madden stands at the microphone, off to the side of the stage, as he smooths his hair and smiles graciously at the wealthy patrons on show. ‘Food will be served before the question-and-answer session with our esteemed panel.’

			The buzz in the room, the noise of frothing animals hungry to make lucrative connections, pushes into my skull. I keep my eyes down as staff flit about, serving soup and seafood dishes with names I can’t pronounce.

			When a few other people join the table, I don’t look up. I don’t want anyone to recognize me. Not right now. I study the floral arrangement in the center of the table and twist my napkin in my lap.

			The red petals look like roses for a moment. But the stems are all wrong, jet-black streaks peeking through artfully arranged ferns and sprigs of baby’s breath. Thorns encrust the stems and creep up towards the jagged petals, like drops of blood on an obsidian blade.

			‘On behalf of the student council, Ravenswood welcomes you.’ A clear feminine voice rings out through the microphone after the food has been served. ‘On our panel, we have three alumni from Ravenswood, all of whom have studied at illustrious universities and are pioneers in their fields. We have Dr Neeraj Joshi, one of the premier epidemiologists at the CDC. Senator Catalina Jimenez, who recently led the charge on the bipartisan bill on student debt relief. And finally, Mr Salvatore Russo, CEO of Russo Oil Corporation. Please join me in welcoming our gracious guests!’

			My breath catches at the name of the father of Violet’s ex-boyfriend. I stare at Mr Russo, at the crisp nod he gives and his cool blue eyes.

			Enthusiastic applause rings through the crowd. I will myself to look away from him and instead study the girl at the microphone as she reads questions to the panel. Glossy black hair hangs pin-straight to the small of her back. Her skin is a smooth brown, her brows thick and her eyes dark and sharp. My breath catches in my lungs. I know her. That’s Regina Kumar – Violet’s best friend.

			The grip on my napkin tightens until the cloth cuts off the blood to my fingertips. But I hardly notice. Instead, my eyes are riveted to the tall girl who smiles and laughs at all the right times and knows just when to nod her head or ponder thoughtfully over a panelist’s answer.

			Regina. She was there the night Violet died. I haven’t heard from her since the funeral. She’d sent a bouquet of roses but hadn’t come to the service. Something about being in Hyderabad. I thought it was just grief that kept her away. But now, looking at her carefree expression, my stomach twists in time with the napkin in my fists. I have to talk to her.

			The panel stretches on endlessly. I spy Munia sitting closer to the front, an empty chair left thoughtfully to her right. She catches my eye a few times, a question on her face. I give her a nod and ignore the guilt in my gut. I didn’t come to Ravenswood to make friends. It’s better this way.

			Finally, after the last question about Ivy League interviews is over, Madden calls the end of the panel. ‘But tonight,’ he continues as students stand, ready to latch on to the nearest of the alumni and beg a prestigious internship off them, ‘a few students will be hand-selected by our alumni for a private dinner. This is an excellent time to make connections for university and beyond.’

			Excited chatter ripples through the students. I stand on my toes, scanning over shoulders for a glimpse of long dark hair. Finally, through a gap in the navy and gray cashmere, I spy Regina thumbing through a stack of papers as she speaks to Senator Jimenez. Before I can talk myself out of it, I grit my teeth and weave through the crowd, heading for the buffet tables.

			‘I attend every Model UN.’ Regina leans closer to the senator, handing her a veritable laundry list of academic achievements. ‘My father, Varun Kumar, is the Indian ambassador to the US. I’m sure he’d be willing to support your relief efforts in Turkey if you’d be so kind as to write me a letter of rec –’

			Regina glances up as my shoes squeak on the polished floor. As I approach, her face pales and her mouth flattens. But I blink and her expression is neutral, and I wonder if I imagined it.

			‘Regina,’ I say, my voice breathless.

			Her lips part, but she turns her sharp eyes back to the alumna before her. ‘Pardon me, Senator, I’ll be right back.’

			Regina motions for me to follow her, and we step closer to the empty stage. She crosses her arms, tapping one patent leather loafer against the floor. ‘I heard you were here, but I was hoping it
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Prologue

The Underworld

The black river coils into shallow deltas, glistening like snake scales, around a complex of sandstone buildings. Pillars, painted in bright colors, line a walkway studded with palm trees. The fronds glisten strangely, as if the call of rot and decay does not apply to them. The cheery green feels like an ill omen as the god walks down the grand entrance to the largest building.

Spirits, shapeless and nearly without color, line the way. Silent. Watching. The god’s skin prickles as he passes them and enters the yawning doors of Osiris’ Hall. Braziers line the hall of the Egyptian god of the Underworld, illuminating portions of murals depicting ancient Egypt in fragments.

Crocodiles lurking in the reeds, their eyes hungry.

Peasants laboring in the fields, their backs bent by weight and work.

And the gods, their eyes blank and cruel as they watch from above, smiles turning their faces into something cruel. 

This hall and the images on its walls are familiar to the god. It was home, once long ago. But he is different now. A deity with a taste of mortality on his lips.

Fat birds with golden bodies flutter in the shadowy eaves. The hall is eerily quiet. Only the shuffle of feet sounds as a line of waiting spirits moves forward, one by one, to be judged. The god approaches the bright braziers burning at the end of the hall. A set of golden doors blocks the way.

Two shadows move in the corners of the vast room near the doors. Massive, powerful bodies of men with the heads of jackals. Cynomorpha, the tomb guardians of the Underworld. Their dark red eyes narrow in his direction. Firelight gleams off their bare human chests, contrasting with the animalistic sharp white teeth lining their pointed snouts. 

‘Welcome back, Lord Anubis,’ one murmurs in a rumbling voice. Both step aside to let him pass. ‘Osiris is currently overseeing the judgment of a spirit, but will hear your concerns.’

Anubis steps through the doors. Incense burns somewhere in the shadows, the curls of smoke drifting to his nose. The hall is wide, and lining both sides are rows of seats. The form of a judge occupies each in traditional dress, their expression blank. They watch the front of the hall, where a throne sits on a dais. It is hewn from sandstone and decorated with carvings of lilies, reeds, funeral barges, and scales. 

‘Lord Anubis,’ says a voice from the front of the hall, as smooth as silk. ‘It has been centuries since you set foot in my domain.’

As he speaks, the ghostly outline of a man on the throne becomes clear. Green skin, his body wrapped in linen, as if he has only been partly mummified. Black, glittering eyes that see through him.

‘I seek a favor,’ Anubis says, inclining his head respectfully and allowing his true godly form to flicker over his features in acknowledgement of Osiris’ power.

‘You are delaying my judgments,’ Osiris says from his throne. 

Anubis meets the other god’s eyes. ‘I have noticed a change in the Underworld. A sickness.’ 

Shadows from the fires shift over Osiris’ green skin. He straightens in his throne, face a mask. ‘You disturb my peace and shirk the duties of a death guide, and now dare ask me for information?’ 

Anubis struggles to control his emotions. ‘I have been exploring the Underworld since my return from the mortal world. The oldest portions have been reappearing, but the gods that once ruled them are gone.’

Osiris shifts on his throne, his dark brows pulled low. ‘Our land changes as often as the winds. Humans are fickle creatures with changing allegiances.’

‘These are gods that have slept for eons. I searched their lands, but they are quiet. No magic or power rests in their soil. These gods are simply gone.’

Osiris watches Anubis, something unreadable flickering over his features. Finally, he sighs, adjusting the linen robes around his body. ‘I hear rumors from spirits new and old to the Underworld. They speak of a resurgence of a society as old as humans themselves. One that seeks our power for their rituals, not just that of demons. Perhaps they have been feeding on these missing gods.’

Anubis’ shoulders stiffen. ‘Who are they? What do they want with the gods?’

‘The spirits that know of such things are frightened. They whisper of an Order that wishes to take the gods’ magic, the very essence of what they are and represent.’ Osiris shifts on his throne, clearly uneasy. ‘But these are rumors. Ones I have not seen for myself.’

‘I also seek Hecate in my travels. I need her help to heal a mortal above,’ Anubis says, his chest fluttering like it would when he has a human heart. ‘Do you know where she is? If she is sleeping as I once did?’

Osiris’ black eyes glint. ‘I know why you seek the goddess. For that mortal girl and her sister, the one who caused so much trouble in the land of the dead.’

‘Please,’ Anubis says, though the very act of begging makes his skin crawl. So, he thinks of Andromeda, her sparkling blue eyes and the sweetness of her lips on his, instead. 

The other god sighs. ‘Hecate has not been heard of in many centuries. She is sleeping, that is for certain. Some say she is hiding. Protecting herself.’

A breath catches in Anubis’ throat. ‘Why would a goddess as powerful as her hide? Why sleep when she does not need to conserve energy?’

‘Hecate has forced her slumber. It begs the question: what makes you think the goddess of magic wants to be found?’ Osiris asks.

Anubis ignores the impatient rows of spirits lining the hall, awaiting their judgment. He is uncertain of what they see when they observe Osiris on his throne. Perhaps Saint Peter at the gates of Heaven, waiting to judge their good deeds. 

‘If what you speak of this Order is true, could Hecate be slumbering to hide from them?’

Osiris shifts again, his featured hardening. ‘I fear what they want from us. From her. I am certain they seek Hecate. She would be the grandest prize of all gods. The power she holds is unlike anything we have held since ancient times.’

‘What can this Order do that you fear?’ Anubis asks, a chill settling over the judgment hall. 

Osiris opens his mouth to speak further, but as he does, a gust of wind rushes through the hall. The flames flare brighter in their braziers, and the golden doors open wide, slamming into the walls. The judges seem to hunch into their seats as the light shifts. 

No. They are fading.

Anubis breathes in sharply, his eyes wide. He moves forward, reaching to take Osiris’ hand. But he wears an expression of horror. Of pain. The roof of the palace groans. Spirits wail in the hall, shifting and roiling like a mass of storm clouds. 

And then the fires dim, sputtering as all the air is pulled from the hall. Osiris crumples on his throne, his green skin turning to ash and his linen wrapping falling to the ground. Empty. 

Darkness wraps around the hall, heavy and oppressive. The spirits are gone, as are the judges. Anubis’ hand is still outstretched towards the throne, his eyes frozen on the empty spot where the god he once ruled alongside disappeared.

A silver rectangle rests in the pile of linen. He squints at the carvings, fingertips tingling. The outline of a wolf stands above two human infants. They feed from her swollen teats as her bared teeth seem to threaten and console them all at once.

‘It can’t be,’ Anubis whispers, his eyes wide. ‘It’s a katadesmos.’

A curse tablet. One side bears the symbol of Lupa and the children. The other is etched with Osiris’ name in hieroglyphics. Anubis curls his fist around the silver rectangle. The tablet means one thing. Someone sought out Osiris and his powers. Carved his name in the metal and buried it in the earth with a curse.

Anubis knows what The Order is doing with the gods. What it hopes to do with Hecate, the goddess who slumbers and hides from the very thing Osiris feared. The god turns from the ruins of the once grand judgment hall. He must call on his familiar, Wepwawet, the jackal, and send him to the mortal world with a message for Andromeda.

Osiris is dead, and soon Hecate will be too. 
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