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Chapter One
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The Element of Reprise




AMELIA JONES, ARE YOU prepared to lose everything?”

I stare hard at Jai Kapoor, and he glares back, his violin tucked under his chin. His dark bronze face is set in a determined frown, while a breeze makes his black hair flop over his eyes. With a scowl, he pushes it away, all without breaking eye contact.

We’re standing on the front steps of Harmony Hall, the grand building at the heart of the Mystwick School of Musicraft. The high mountain peaks in the distance shine with fresh snow, and despite the sunny sky, the air is cold enough to turn my breath into pale, frosty mist. Dozens of other seventh-graders sprawl on the grass and sidewalk, watching the pair of us poised like two fencers about to clash swords.

“Try not to cry when I destroy you, Kapoor.”

He gives a harsh laugh, his British accent ringing out across the grounds as he replies, “Such big talk from such a puny girl! I’ll let the violin do my talking.”

“That whiny, off-tune thing? There’s not much difference.”

The other kids laugh.

Jai scoffs. “It’s time to settle this . . . Darby!”

Darby Bradshaw, leaning on one of the carved mustangs holding up the roof, now straightens and raises a whistle to her lips. As usual, her clothing is ironed and pleated to perfection, from her khaki skirt to her Mystwick sweater to her polished shoes. A headband pushes her shiny black hair away from her pale face. “Keep it clean, you two. No bloodshed if you can help it.”

I purse my lips over my flute, my heart drumming in my ears.

Darby blows her whistle, and we dive into the spell, our eyes locked. I sway with my flute, and Jai scrapes his bow over his strings. The duet is a tripping, frantic onslaught of notes, an aggressive Celtic reel that soon sends tentacles of yellow magic coiling through the air. Like all magic, it gives off a faint scent, in this case, lemon zest.

Though we play together, our spells are two separate forces that lock horns, pressure building between us. His magic snakes through mine and tries to knock away my flute. I back up and lean harder into the melody, fingers tapping keys, breath pouring through the barrel of my instrument. Jai grins, ducking as a rippling streamer of my magic cracks like a whip.

“Easy!” warns Darby. “Disarm, don’t disable!”
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I grin apologetically and send another punch of magic at Jai’s violin. He dodges and gives me a dirty look.

He retaliates with a burst of staccato notes that wash me in sparks, and I have to dance backwards to keep them from clogging my instrument.

Back and forth we spar, music and magic crackling between us while the kids below cheer and clap in tempo. A few Maestros and older students wander over to watch.

I yelp when a lash of magic stings my cheek, and Darby blows her whistle at Jai, marking his first foul.

“Sorry,” he mouths.

When Jai challenged me to a Sparring duet, I thought he meant it to be somewhere more private, like one of the practice rooms. But I should have known better. There’s nothing private about Jai. The bigger the audience, the happier he is.

Besides, he has an ulterior motive.

“I have to prove to the Sparring Club that I can do this,” he’d said. “They almost never let seventh-graders join. But if I show them how awesome I am at it, they’ll have to let me in, right?”

It doesn’t take long for Jai’s magic to overpower mine, golden light encasing my hands like gloves, freezing them in place, preventing me from pressing the keys.

Jai completes the spell with a triumphant flourish, then bows dramatically to the applauding audience. But his face falls a little as he looks around. I don’t think any of the Sparring Club members showed up for his exhibition.

“Make sure you tell everyone what you saw here today!” he tells the audience. “Jai Kapoor! Already a Sparring champion at age twelve!”

“Literally the only person you’ve Sparred with is me,” I point out as the crowd begins to break up.

“And literally I have never been defeated,” he adds, giving me a grin that clearly says shut-up-right-now-you’re-ruining-everything.

“Fine! I surrender. You’re the champion. Though I don’t get why you’re going out for Sparring. I thought you were finally going to sign up for the rock elective?”

“Yeah . . .” He toes a clump of grass. “About that. My dad sort of found out about it, and, well, let’s just say he can be very persuasive.”

“Oh, Jai.”

“Don’t oh, Jai me. You don’t know the guy.” He shudders.

Jai’s an incredible violinist, but I know his heart is in a different kind of music. I’d thought he finally worked up the nerve to tell his dad, but I guess not.

Clearly not wanting to talk about it more, Jai exchanges a fist bump with me before rushing off to his strings ensemble class.

I shiver as a sudden cold wind rolls over the campus, making the Echo Wood that surrounds the school creak and rustle. The last few leaves of autumn break loose and tumble through the sky. Kids pull on their heavy coats as they head to their next classes or to the library, hauling instrument cases of every size and shape. Someone’s thoughtfully left a knitted winter hat atop the statue of Beethoven; the old Composer looks as miserable as ever despite its happy shades of pink and yellow.

Darby nudges me. “Did you get a note this morning from Phoebe?”

“Yeah. Something about a meeting tonight in the Shell. Do you know anything about it?”

She shrugs. “It’s probably about whoever’s been leaving hair in the shower drains again. Sometimes I think she takes this dorm captain job a little too seriously. They could appoint her Maestro of room checks.”

“Speaking of new Maestros . . .” Unable to hold back a grin, I continue, “My Composing teacher is supposed to get here tomorrow.”

She raises her eyebrows. “Nervous?”

“You could say that.” It’s only been a few weeks since I learned I could Compose, or create new spells, a rare ability among musicians. And it’s been just a few days since one of my Compositions—a spell that kinda accidentally loosed a horde of ghosts—nearly tore the school apart. 

Since I’m the only person at the Mystwick School of Musicraft with this strange ability, there wasn’t anyone to tell me what it all meant and what I should do next. Which is why the Maestros are bringing in a real, live Composer to be my teacher.

“Well, see you at this mysterious meeting of Phoebe’s,” Darby says. “I’ll save you a seat.”

She blends into the crowd of students heading to the cafeteria for lunch. I smile to myself, watching her go.

It’s been less than a week since Darby stopped hating my guts, and it’s been nice to actually have a friend for a roommate. Now I spend every meal sitting between her and Jai. She even started telling me about her life outside school—about her parents, her summers spent with her grandparents in Japan, and how she’s hoping to join the famous Tokyo Philharmonic after graduating from Mystwick.

Darby’s a bit like a hedgehog. Prickly at first, but the more you get to know her, the softer she turns out to be.

I have a bit of time, so I stop by my mailbox in Harmony Hall. There’s the usual care package from Gran, this one informing me that soon she’ll be heading out on her first-ever cruise, she’s sure it’ll be a terrible experience, and here’s twenty dollars for allowance and a purple scarf and hat she knitted for me.

But there’s something else today as well—a black envelope with no return address on it. Inside is a matching black note card, the paper velvet soft and the letters metallic silver calligraphy.

Amelia Jones,

You are invited to witness the Midnight Orchestra.

A doorway will be provided on the next full moon.

Cordially,

Mr. M.

Weird. I look around, but everyone’s gone now, and there’s no telling who wrote the note or what on earth it means. What’s a Midnight Orchestra? Who’s Mr. M? What doorway? I have no idea when the next full moon is.

It’s probably just some stupid prank, but I refold it and put it in my pocket. Maybe Jai or Darby will know something about it.

I head back outside and breathe in the chilly cedar-scented air, my breath a frosty cloud. The campus is quiet, the grounds still and serene. The snowy mountains reflect on Orpheus Lake, which is as smooth as a mirror today, especially around the edges where the water is slick with ice. The Echo trees surrounding the school have shed the last of their golden leaves, and piles of them dot the grass where the groundskeepers have been raking. Slender white trunks stretch high in all directions, but even bare, their branches knit together to form a magical protective barrier around the school.

There’s almost no sign now of the events of last week, when I accidentally unleashed a horde of malevolent ghosts on the school—as well as the spirit of my own mother. Staring at the dock on the lake, where I’d last seen her, I can almost envision her hovering there, translucent blue. I can hear her last words to me and feel the tug of a question I never got to ask her . . .

Out of nowhere, I hear a strain of piano music, faint and distant. First I glance over my shoulder into Harmony Hall, where the shining grand piano sits in a beam of sunlight. But no one’s at the keys.

Then the air at the bottom of the steps starts to . . . wrinkle. It looks like a hot road in summer, when the rising heat makes everything go wavy and warped. The scent of cinnamon fills my nose, so I know there’s only one possible explanation:

Teleportation spell.

Sure enough, purple smoke starts swirling on the drive. Then, with a swelling crescendo of piano music, the smoke parts, and a long, sleek limousine appears, engine idling, windows tinted black.

I look around. No one else is in sight to greet the limo.

As the music fades, I hesitantly move down one step. I’m pretty sure Mystwick doesn’t have any teleporting limos. Who could it be? Obviously someone important. Someone fancy.

Like . . . my mysterious Composing Maestro? Maybe they’re arriving a day early.

Stomach filling with butterflies, I walk down the steps and approach the car just as the driver—a man in a black suit with spotless white gloves—exits. He ignores me and goes to the rear car door, opening it crisply and then standing back. I can just glimpse the telltale black-and-white keys of a piano, built into the vehicle itself. A pair of pale, delicate hands runs over them, completing the teleporting spell with a long, sustained note.

I pause, uncertain. They never told me who my new Maestro is, so I have no idea what to expect.

The hands pull away from the piano keys, and then a leg pops out, clad in a shiny red boot.

Another follows.

Then a girl slithers out of the car. She’s wearing a fuzzy pink coat and sparkly sunglasses. Shiny brown hair tumbles in waves down her back, and the earrings she’s wearing look like actual diamonds. She wobbles a bit, the heels on her shoes giving her trouble on the gravel drive.

I blink. I’m pretty sure the new Maestro isn’t supposed to be a girl my own age.

“Ugh!” She looks around and wrinkles her nose. “I knew this place would be a dump. I told Daddy this would be a disaster! But nooooo. ‘It’ll build character,’ he said. Whatever. Straighten you out is what he meant.” She squints at me over her sunglasses. “Hello? You, girl! Are you just going to stand there staring, or are you going to take my bags?”

The man in the suit opens the trunk and hands me two heavy suitcases. I take them, because I’m so bewildered I don’t know what else to do, and I struggle not to fall over from their weight.

“Are you the only person they sent to greet me?” the girl asks in an offended tone.

“Uh . . .”

“Typical.” She yanks off her glasses.

And I gasp.

Because I do know this girl.

I’ve seen her before, not in person, but on the internet. In magazines. On television.

In a little silver picture frame above Darby’s bed.

I stammer. “You’re . . . you’re . . .”

“Oh, great, a fan.” She sighs. “Hello. Yes, I’m Amelia Jones.”







Chapter Two
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A New Arrangement




THE MYSTWICK CAFETERIA BUZZES like a beehive in a hurricane.

Kids stand on chairs and tables, craning to see over each other’s heads. They completely drown out the voices of the Maestros telling them to get down. Flashes of light spark as my classmate Jingfei shoves her camera wherever she can to get a good shot, taking her new job as reporter for the school newspaper very seriously. Claudia, a clarinetist from my Aeros class, sobs dramatically on the floor, her friends trying to calm her down.

And I sit frozen on a plastic yellow chair, my hands clasped on my lap, staring at Amelia Jones.

The other Amelia Jones.

Alive and in the flesh.

Is this really happening? I feel like I’m stuck in some sort of dream. Not just because the other Amelia happens to be rich, famous, and a musical prodigy—but because she’s supposed to be dead.

But there she stands in the center of the room, a space cleared around her, as if fame surrounds her like a barrier spell. I hadn’t known what else to do with her but bring her to the cafeteria, where all the Maestros would be eating lunch. Only seconds after we walked in, Claudia had recognized Amelia Jones and started screaming.

Chaos followed.

Through all the commotion, one person drifts through the crowd, as if in a trance, to take Amelia’s hands in her own. A reverent space clears around the two girls.

“It’s really you,” Darby whispers.

The other Amelia squeezes my roommate’s hands. “It’s me, Darbs.”

“It’s just . . .” Darby swallows. “I’m having a hard time believing it. You wouldn’t be the first ghost I’ve seen this month, Mia.”

Darbs and Mia. They have their own names for each other. But then, of course they do. They were—are—best friends. Because Mia is definitely no ghost.

I should know.

“I don’t understand,” Darby says. “How are you here?”

That’s the question everyone around us is trying to answer. But finally Mr. Pinwhistle takes out his trumpet and plays a silencing spell. A fog of yellow magic spreads through the room, muffling all sound but that of his trumpet. With a loud, final note, he lowers the instrument and glares at everyone.

“Enough!” he growls. “All of you, sit down and finish your food. You two”—he points at Darby and Mia—“come with us.”

He and Miss Noorani gather the girls and escort them out of the cafeteria. I start to follow, then stop myself. This doesn’t really have anything to do with me.

And yet . . . it kind of has everything to do with me.

After all, when I first arrived at Mystwick, it was only because I’d received the other Amelia’s acceptance letter by mistake. They said she’d died, and so her letter got rerouted to me by magical accident. The Maestros had given me a second chance anyway, letting me prove that I had what it took to be a real Mystwick student.

And I had done just that—though not exactly without some trouble along the way. In fact, I’ve only been an official, permanent Mystwick student for one week now. Everything has only just started to feel normal.

Until today.

I sit beside Jai and stare at the peas and mashed potatoes on my tray.

“Well,” he says, staring wide-eyed at me. “Wow.”

“Wow,” I agree.

“I mean . . . wow.” He gives me an odd look. “You okay?”

“Of course she’s not,” snipes a voice. It’s Claudia, who leans in between us. “The real Amelia Jones has arrived, so what does that mean for our little impostor?”

I roll my eyes. “Give it up, already. I earned my place here same as you.”

“It’s not like they’re going to kick Amelia out,” Jai says. “And if they try it, we riot.” His face splits into a sunny grin. “Hey! A rhyme!”

As Claudia sniffs and goes back to her seat, Jai does a dance, chanting, “If they try it, we riot. If they try it, we riot. If they—ow!”

I jab his rib. “I’m not gonna get kicked out, moron.”

“Then why do you look like you swallowed something slimy?”

“It’s a lot to process! I mean, as far as we all knew, the other Amelia died in a boat accident months ago. But suddenly she just shows up, alive and well and ordering people to carry her luggage?”

“Wait a sec,” Jai says, lifting a finger. “If she’s been alive this whole time, why did her Mystwick acceptance letter go to you all those months ago? I thought it only found you because she was supposed to be dead.”

Spidery unease crawls over my skin. If she wasn’t dead, why did I get Mia’s letter?

“There must be some other explanation. Maybe we’ll never know what it is.”

Picking up my fork, I mix my peas into my potatoes and shovel them into my mouth, but I have to force myself to swallow, because my stomach is doing gymnastics.

What will Mia do when she learns I took her place at Mystwick?

What does this mean for me and Darby, who just started becoming my friend?

“What do you think they’re talking about?” I wonder aloud, staring at the door Darby and Mia went through.

“Oh, you know,” chirps Jai. “The usual things you say to a person you thought was dead but was actually marooned on a desert island on the other side of the world for four months.”

He switches voices, pretending to be Darby and Mia but sounding more like a shrill British granny, his hand flung over his forehead. “‘Oh, darling, it’s you, it’s really you!’ ‘Yes, darling, it’s me! I’m alive! It’s a miracle!’ ‘I had a funeral for you and everything!’ ‘Oh, I hope it was nice!’ ‘It was the nicest!’”

Sighing, I stand up and swing on my backpack. “Right. Well, miracle or no miracle, I’ve got math class.”

“Hey,” says Jai. “Just remember, you’re one of us now, no matter what. Nothing’s gonna change.”

As I trek out of the cafeteria, I spot Darby and Mia in the shade of an oak tree, hugging each other while a knot of Maestros gather a few steps away. Mia’s eyes flicker up and meet mine, and there’s something very strange in her gaze. Something . . . intense and knowing, as if she could read my thoughts.

Then, slowly, she smiles at me.

I can’t tell if it’s my imagination or not, but it doesn’t exactly feel like a nice smile.

And I can’t shake the feeling that Jai’s wrong . . . and that everything is about to change.

After a hectic afternoon of classes, I run back to my room to drop off my textbooks, but when I get there, I find my bed already occupied—by Mia Jones.

Darby sits on her own bed, hugging a pillow. Her face is blotchy from crying. They both stare at me when I bust through the door.

“Amelia!” Darby smiles.

“Hey,” I say, glancing nervously at Mia. “I was just gonna change real quick. Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“No, this is good,” says Darby. “I know you already met, but—”

“But that was before I knew who she was,” cuts in Mia.

She stands, smiling sweetly, and picks up one of my red curls and runs it between her fingers, as if she’s considering buying it.

“Amelia Jones,” she says. “Funny coincidence, isn’t it? Same name, same age, same school.”

“So funny,” I say faintly.

“Wanna know a secret?” She leans close and whispers in a flat tone, “I don’t really believe in coincidence.”

“Oh?”

She steps back and laughs, but her eyes are serious. She has the most piercing gaze I’ve ever seen. I feel like my brain is being x-rayed. “You’re welcome, by the way,” she says.

Behind her, Darby winces. “Mia . . .”

“Welcome for what?” I ask.

“Um, all of this?” Mia steps back and spreads her hands wide. “Darby told me everything. How you got my letter by accident. How you wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for me.”

“Oh. I . . . uh . . .” My cheeks have to be redder than tomatoes. “I’m glad you’re safe. It must have been terrifying, being shipwrecked all those months.”

She flicks her hair. “No big deal, really. I decided to treat it like an extended vacation. With, like, a lot of coconuts.”

“And your family? Are they okay?”

Her eyes lower, her laughter gone. “My father, yes. But . . . they haven’t found my mom yet.”

“Oh, no. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s fine. I know she’s alive. It’s just a matter of time before they find her.”

“I’m sure you’re right.” I glance at Darby, who looks at her friend sadly, and I can tell she doesn’t share Mia’s confidence.

But Mia doesn’t look the least bit worried about her mom’s fate, which I find a little strange. If my Gran were lost at sea, I’d be a wreck.

“Anyway,” Mia says, “Darby’s told me everything about you. How you’re a Composer, how you saved the school . . .” She tilts her head, her eyes narrowing even though her smile doesn’t fade. “How much fun she’s had hanging out with you.”

“Really?” I blink. “She said all that?”

“I was almost worried that she’d gone and replaced me.” Mia chuckles, giving Darby a shove that’s a little too hard to be playful. Darby laughs back, but her eyes flicker to me.

“Of course not,” Darby says. “Nobody could replace you, Mia.”

“You sure?” Mia teases. “The whole school seems pretty obsessed with Amelia Jones the great Composer. You’re practically a wondergirl. Is it true that you Composed a black spell?”

“Well . . . kind of. Yeah.”

“Oh, don’t look so scared!” Mia says, grinning. “C’mon now, Wondergirl, I can tell we’ll all be best friends. Special as you are, I’m sure to keep a very close eye on you.”

“I’m really not that special.”

“Oh, I think you are. I think you have no idea how special you are. A girl who can raise ghosts? You must be very interesting to a lot of powerful people.”

“Um . . .” I glance at Darby, then at the door, wishing for an excuse to leave as quickly as possible.

“Oh, loosen up, Wondergirl!” Mia clutches my hand and Darby’s with such earnestness that I can’t help but smile back. Maybe she is just teasing, and I shouldn’t take it so personally. I remind myself of all she’s gone through in the last few months and decide that she’s allowed to be a little bit weird. Who wouldn’t be, after being marooned on an island?

“In fact, speaking of best friends . . .” Mia gives Darby a meaningful look.

Darby clears her throat. “Oh, yeah. Um. Amelia . . . you know how Mia and I always planned on, well, being roommates at Mystwick?”

My stomach sinking, I nod.

“Well . . .” Darby scrapes a stain on the carpet with the toe of her shoe. “It’s just . . .”

“You want her to move in with us,” I finish for her. “D’you think there’s room for another bed?”

“In here?” Mia gives our room a distasteful look. “My closet back home is bigger than this. Of course there’s not room. Which is why Darby thought maybe you could . . . you know.”

I look from her to Darby. “You . . . want me to move out.”

Darby winces. “I—I hoped maybe they’d have a three-person room in the dorms, but there isn’t one. So . . .”

I’ve never seen Darby like this, stammering, nervous, her voice barely a whisper. Even when she hated my guts, she’d at least been straightforward about it. I don’t know this version of Darby at all. It’s as if the moment Mia arrived, she pulled out a whole brand-new personality.

“If you don’t want to—” Darby starts, but I jump in.

“No, it’s fine. Of course you two should be roomies. It’s only right.”

“Really?” Mia says. “Oh, Wondergirl, you’re the best!”

“No problem. I mean, as long as it’s not against the rules to switch rooms.”

“Rules?” Mia says the word the way a fish might say Shoes? As if the concept has never really applied to her.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine.” I yank open the closet to pull out my suitcase. “Maybe one of the other girls has an empty bed I can have.”

But it turns out that everyone else already has a roommate. So with help from Miss March, the dean of students, and Phoebe, the senior dorm captain, I move all my things into an empty room on the far end of the hallway. It’s dusty, and there are cobwebs in the closet, but I pretend to love it, because Darby’s standing anxiously in the doorway.

“She’s real,” Darby murmurs, looking a bit dazed.

Dropping my suitcase, I walk over to her. “I thought you were going to pass out the moment you saw her. How do you feel? I mean, it’s not every day someone comes back from the dead.”

“You’d know better than anyone,” she points out. “I don’t know what to feel. I mean . . . happy, of course. Shocked. Confused. It’s like a dream.”

With a smile, I impulsively reach out and hug her. “I’m glad you got your best friend back, Darby.”

“Thanks,” she whispers, hugging me too. “And . . . Mia’s not that bad. You have to give her time, that’s all. She always comes off as a little much, at first.”

“I’m sure she’s great.” I pull back, still forcing the smile. “Sounds like she went through a lot.”

She nods, biting her lip. “Are you really okay with all this? The room, I mean?”

“Absolutely!” I nod vigorously. “You two should room together. It’s only right.”

“I’m kind of jealous,” says Mia, poking her head in and making us both jump. “A room all to yourself! It’s like VIP treatment.”

“Totally,” I say, patting the bed. “I love it.”

“Great! See, Darby? She loves it. Now let’s go. I want to see everything this school has to offer. Please tell me there’s a sauna? I positively cannot live without a—oh! I left my bag in the room. Darbs . . .”

“I’ll get it for you!” Darby runs off like an eager Labrador.

Mia turns back to me, her eyes narrowing to slits.

The temperature in the room seems to drop.

“So. You and Darby, huh?” she says. “Don’t you think you’ve stolen enough from me?”

“What? I—”

She snaps her fingers, cutting me short. “Want a word of advice from someone with far more talent and experience than you? Don’t get comfortable here at Mystwick.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means life has a way of changing so fast it’ll make you spin. Trust me—I know.” She looks me up and down, her lip curling. “Amelia. You’re supposed to be a Composer? Please. Even your name isn’t original. Stay away from Darby.”

She turns with a flick of her hair, her face transforming back to a carefree smile as Darby returns with her bag.

“See you around, Wondergirl!” she chirps, and with a wave, she links arms with my former roommate and they exit out the door.

Ho-ly Bach.

Mia Jones is the most terrifying person I’ve ever met.

And I’ve met dead people.

My stomach turns like its being operated by a tiny, over-caffeinated hamster. It’s so quiet I can even hear the faint, distant drone of the upper-class orchestra practicing in the Shell, as we call the school concert hall.

Mia Jones’s words linger in the air.

Don’t get comfortable here at Mystwick.

What I can’t decide is, did she mean her words as advice . . . or a threat?





Chapter Three
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A Score to Settle




AT DINNER THAT NIGHT, all anyone can talk about is Mia Jones.

She and Darby aren’t even there. I guess Darby is helping her settle in. Or maybe, on account of being famous, Mia gets a fancy private dinner somewhere else. I poke at my meat loaf, not very hungry, and listen to Claudia brag about how she knew Mia wasn’t really dead, that she’d felt it in her heart all this time.

Rolling my eyes, I deliver my tray to the dish room and then head out for Phoebe’s meeting.

“Amelia, wait!”

Jai runs up to me. His knitted hat is pushed up on his head so that his large ears stick out, which seems to defeat the whole point of the hat.

“Can I come with?” he asks.

“To the girls’ dorm meeting?”

He shakes his head. “What? No. The meeting in the Shell. There are a bunch of guys going too, so I don’t think it has anything to do with nail polish and hair braiding, or whatever it is you girls do all night.”

“That’s definitely what we do. Okay, whatever. I’m sure it’ll be boring, though.”

“I heard Kjersten’s going to be there,” he admits. “The whole Sparring Club too.”

So that explains his eagerness. Kjersten’s captain of the Sparring Club, and she’s the one Jai has to impress if he’s going to be let in.

We walk briskly, hands deep in our pockets, taking the shortcut behind the gym. Somewhere in the Echo Wood an owl hoots, but otherwise the night is frozen and silent.

“So. Darby and Mia are roommates now, eh?” says Jai.

“Yeah.”

“You okay with that?”

“I mean . . . they were supposed to be together to begin with. It’s not like they stopped being best friends.”

“Still. Tossing you out of your room? Bit rude. Why didn’t you just say no?”

“Because Mia’s right,” I point out. “I did take her spot at Mystwick, and her room, and her roommate. It was only fair.”

“But none of that was your fault.”

“Well . . . it kind of is. I mean, it’s true I did those things. What do you want me to do, tell her no, that I won’t change rooms? I don’t want to start a fight.”

“Well, it’s unfair. She might as well be blaming you for her getting shipwrecked in the first place. You can’t go around taking blame for things that aren’t your fault.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Hmm.” He acts like he’s going to say more, but he doesn’t.

The front doors of the Shell are locked. I knock, then shove my cold hands into my pockets. That’s when my fingers brush against a folded paper, and I suddenly recall the note I got in the mail this morning. You are invited to witness the Midnight Orchestra . . .

I start to tell Jai about it, but at that moment someone appears in the dark lobby and opens the door for us.

“Phoebe? What’s going—”

“Shhh!” The Australian senior presses a finger to her lips, her face shadowed by a black hoodie. She gives Jai a severe look. “You weren’t supposed to bring guests, Jones.”

Jai beams at her. “Top o’ the evening, Phoebe!”

“Hmph. Come in, then, but don’t cause any trouble.”

“Trouble? Me?” Jai presses a hand to his heart, dramatically aghast.

“What’s this about?” I ask.

“Just follow me,” Phoebe says.

She leads us through the dark lobby to a tall glass display case on the back wall. It holds the many trophies and awards won by Mystwick students over the decades, with accompanying photos of various orchestras, ensembles, and soloists.

We’re not the only ones here. About thirty other kids have already gathered, seated on the floor. Most, like Jai and me, are wearing expressions of confusion. They’re nearly all from higher grades. The only other seventh-graders are Amari and Jamal, the violin twins, Victoria, the guitarist, and . . .

“Darby!”

She looks up. “Hey, Amelia!”

“Of course Wondergirl is here,” says a voice.

I step aside as Mia plops down beside Darby. She’s got her fluffy pink coat on over her Mystwick uniform.

“Oh. Hi, Mia.” I step back, unsure whether she’ll show her sweet or sour side.

“You can sit with us,” Darby says.

“No, it’s fine. I’m with Jai, anyway.”

“Ooooh, the cutie with the ears?” says Mia. She flutters her fingers at Jai and smiles, and he looks ready to pass out.

I push him away to a clear spot while he swoons. “Did you see that? Amelia Jones knows who I am! I mean, the other one, the famous one, not—er—you know what I mean.”

“She called you a cutie.” I gag.

“Of course she did. I mean, have you seen me? I’m adorable.”

“Silence!” hisses Phoebe. She stands in front of us, her hands clasped behind her back. “Sit down. Nobody speak. Nobody move.”

She exits down a dark hallway, leaving us all bewildered on the floor. Mia yawns and lies back, shutting her eyes, as if she can’t be bothered with it all.

Then I jump as a sudden, strange sound echoes through the lobby, like the tingling, warping notes you’d hear in a horror movie. The music groans and shudders with high-pitched shrieks and bonging sharp notes that make me flinch.

Chills run over my skin. I grab hold of Jai’s arm. The sound gets louder and louder.

From down the dark hallway, the eerie glow of blue elemental magic begins to shine. Watery wisps of light float like snakes through the air, illuminating the faces of the five seniors marching toward us. Phoebe’s one of them, and like her, they’re all wearing dark hoodies. The magic flowing around them casts dancing shadows on their faces.

One of them is holding a strange instrument I’ve never seen before. It’s like a metal bowl with a bunch of stainless steel spikes around the rim, which the student strums with a violin bow, creating the shivery notes that crawl up my spine.

“Waterphone,” Jai whispers, grinning. “Sweet. I always wanted to try one of those.”

The elemental spell causes water to flow from the drinking fountains at the back of the lobby. Thick, twisting streams swirl through the air and collect in gently glowing globes all around us, hovering at about head height.

The students march a full circle around us before stopping, and the magic from the waterphone burns steadily. The last notes fade away, but the glow of magic lingers in the orbs of floating water. They cast a shimmery pattern on the ceiling, walls, and floor, making it feel like we’re sitting in a huge aquarium.

The boy who steps forward next is the student body president, Trevor Thompson. A bunch of the girls around me sigh a little. Trevor’s got a handsome brown face, curly black hair, and a movie-star smile, all of which he shows off by dramatically flinging his hood back. Since arriving at Mystwick, I’ve noticed several of my classmates dreamily doodling his name next to theirs more than once.

“Welcome, my brothers and sisters in magic,” he intones, making his voice deep and resonant. “You have all been hand-selected by us, your senior student body, for a most sacred and crucial mission. Well, most of you, anyway.” He glances at Jai. “We are very proud, of course, to welcome Amelia Jones.”

My stomach flips until I realize I’m not the Amelia he means.

“Just Mia is fine,” she says, blowing a kiss, and a couple of students clap.

“Right . . . so.” Trevor spreads his hands. “As I was saying, your mission, should you choose to accept—”

“Oh, stop blabbing and just say it,” says Rosa Guerrera, who stands beside Trevor. She’s wearing a black hoodie embroidered with grinning skulls.

I’ve had run-ins with Rosa and the other members of Rebel Clef, the school rock band. I know just how terrifying she can be. She seems as affected by Trevor’s charm as a black hole is by a flashlight.

“Fine,” he says. “Friends, you’re here to right a great injustice. To restore the honor of our proud Mystwick!”

“Woohoo!” Jai cheers, pumping his fist. “I’m in!”

“Quiet, Kapoor!” Phoebe snaps.

“Direct your attention behind me,” says Trevor. He turns and lifts a hand over the glass display case. “Behold, the greatest shame of our school.”

The spot he indicates is . . . empty, except for a little note card.

“For the first century of its existence,” Trevor says, “Mystwick was the proud owner of the holy grail of academic Musicraft, a very precious item.”

He pauses to look pointedly at Phoebe.

“Oh! Sorry,” she says, holding up a school-issued tablet and turning it on, showing a picture of . . .

“Ew!” someone shouts.

“Gross!” yell other students. “Look away!”

“A selfie of Phoebe’s chin zit,” says Rosa. “Nice.”

Phoebe squeals. “No! That’s not—I thought I deleted that!” Frantically, she swipes to the next photo. “There.”

Everyone leans forward to get a better look.

“The Crystal Lyre!” proclaims Trevor, like he’s announcing royalty.

The lyre—a kind of U-shaped harp—is indeed made of crystal, and it shimmers atop a pedestal. Its prismatic surface casts dancing rainbows on the walls around it. It’s beautiful, and it looks fragile enough to break if you actually tried to play it. At about two feet tall, it does appear to be exactly the right size to fill the empty spot in the trophy case.

“It’s the shiny thing you get if your school wins the Orphean Trials,” says Rosa in a bored voice. “Whoopdedoo.”

Students start nodding and whispering like they suddenly understand what’s going on, but I couldn’t be more lost.

Jai raises his hand. “Wait. The Orphan Trials? Um, is it mandatory to be an orphan, because I—”

“Or-fee-uhn,” pronounces Trevor, looking irritated. “As in the Greek god of music, Orpheus? As in Orpheus Lake?” He points through the glass doors to the dark waters across campus. “Decades ago, the Crystal Lyre was stolen from us when the Souza Musicraft Academy notoriously sabotaged the Mystwick orchestra’s instruments just before they performed at the Trials, and the scum got away with it. Souza won the Lyre that day by playing dirty, and they’ve won it every year since.”

He opens the glass case and takes out the note card sitting where the Crystal Lyre once stood.

“This is the message left to us by our predecessors,” he says. “These are the words of the Mystwick students of generations past. A holy mandate, which we are honor bound to—”

“It says, ‘Avenge us,’” Rosa interrupts.

Trevor cuts her an annoyed look. “Right. And so, for the first time in nearly twenty years, Mystwick will enter the Orphean Trials, avenge our wronged predecessors, and take back what’s ours!”

Everyone starts cheering, except for Mia, who yawns, and me, who’s still confused. None of this explains why we’re meeting like this, or why there’s such a small group of us, or why on earth I was hand-selected for this little meeting.

Everyone starts chanting “Mystwick Musicats! Mystwick Musicats!” There’s a flag in the corner with the school crest on it—a harp surrounded by ivy—as well as the mascot, the musicat. A kid grabs it and waves it around, nearly taking out several eyeballs in the process. The pointed tip pokes one of the water-globe-lamp things, and it bursts, drenching the kid. He shrieks and drops the flag.

“All right, all right!” Trevor waves everyone quiet again. “Here’s the deal. The Trials take place in just six weeks. There are five of them in all, and points are awarded for each. It’s simple. Get the most points, win the lyre, and tell the Souza Sonogoats to shove it.”

Phoebe swipes to a video of a sonogoat—a weird animal whose screams are known to produce a sonic wave so powerful it can knock a person over. But someone’s edited the video so that the goat chokes on its own scream and swells up like a balloon before floating into space.

Trevor explains further. “Let’s break down the plan. Once you all agree to join us, we’ll go to the Maestros for approval to enter the Trials. They’re more likely to say yes if the whole team is already on board. Then, once we’re in, Rosa here and the other Rebel Clef players will take the first trial, Battle of the Bands.”

Rosa grins like a shark.

“Next is the Gauntlet, which will be handled by the twins.”

Amari and Jamal exchange baffled looks. “We’ll handle what now?” 

“It’s basically an obstacle course made up of spinning logs, cliffs, traps, things like that. You have to guide each other through sections of it, with one of you blindfolded and the other playing spells to get them to the finish line safely.”

“You sure we’re up for that?” asks Amari. “We’re just seventh-graders.”

“It’s a strategy. You’re smaller than all the other contestants, who’ll be seniors and juniors, making it easier for you to navigate the obstacles.” Trevor winks at her, and I swear Amari swoons a little. “Besides, you bring that whole twin power thing—you know, where you read each other’s minds and stuff.”

“That’s a stereotype,” says Jamal.

“But we’ll let it slide,” says Amari, still with heart-eyes.

“Next up is the Musical Arts Installation, which the ice sculpting club will handle under Phoebe’s lead,” Trevor says.

“We have an ice sculpting club?” I whisper to Jai.

Trevor raises a hand. “And then there’s the Sparring Tournament, obviously led by the Sparring Club captain, Kjersten.”

The senior holding the waterphone waves. Kjersten is short, blond, and, as Jai has wistfully told me many times, a Sparring champion back in her native Norway.

Jai’s hand closes on my arm like a guitar capo.

“Did you hear that, Amelia Grace Jones?” he whispers. “I will be on that Spar team, you can bet your flute on it.”

“Finally,” says Trevor, “there’s the main event. The trial, in which we all participate, a full orchestra. The one that counts toward fifty percent of our total score. The one they broadcast on live TV so everyone in the world can watch. In fact, you can lose all the other trials and still claim the lyre if you win this last one.”

He looks around, trying to stare intently at each one of us. In the awed silence, the glowing water orbs continue revolving in midair, making our shadows dance.

“I’m speaking, of course,” Trevor says slowly, “of the Composium. Which brings me to the reason we’re all here, the reason why, after twenty years of being ineligible to even enter the Trials, we can finally take our rightful place as the best of the best.” He raises both of his hands like a priest giving a blessing. “Our own Amelia Jones!”

This time, there’s no doubt which Amelia he means.

Because everyone turns to stare at me.

“Wh-what?” I whisper.

“You’re the first Composer we’ve had at Mystwick in years,” Trevor says. “Which is why we haven’t been able to compete in all that time. The Composium’s rules are simple: we can perform any spell, but it has to be written by a student Composer at our school. You, Amelia Jones, will write this spell. You will lead us to victory. I mean, come on, we all saw what you did last week. You literally took on an army of ghosts! This should be a cakewalk for you, right?”

Every eye in the room drills into me.

“Well,” says Trevor. “What do you say, Jones? Will you help us steal back the Crystal Lyre?”

My throat is so dry I can’t even swallow. It suddenly feels like a hundred degrees in here.

They’re all waiting for my answer. Holding their breath. Looking at me like there’s a flood coming and I’m the only raft around.

“Oh, c’mon, Wondergirl!” Mia calls out. “Isn’t stealing things your specialty?”

Darby shushes her.

I blink hard, then shake my head. “I don’t know . . .”

“Please, Amelia,” says Trevor. “You’re the only one who can set things right.”

He holds out a hand, indicating the empty space on the shelf.

But my eye travels to the faded photo sitting next to it—and my blood freezes in my veins.

In a daze, I stand up, barely even aware of everyone watching, and walk to the back wall. I open the glass door and take out the picture, which is lacquered onto a wooden block.

“That’s the last Mystwick team to compete at the Orphean Trials,” says Trevor. “They’re the ones whose final performance got sabotaged by the Souza kids.”

The picture is old and faded, showing five students with old-fashioned hairstyles and Mystwick sweaters. Their names are written below them.

Forgetting Trevor, forgetting everyone else in the room, I stare at the pretty girl with huge bangs and a smile like sunshine.

Mom.

Hanging over her shoulder is the very same flute case I’m holding now. She looks happy and confident, beaming into the camera.

SUSAN JONES, it reads below her picture. COMPOSER.

Then, with growing dread, I look at the boy next to her, the one with his arm around her shoulders, his fingers knitted with hers. He’s wearing a jean jacket over his Mystwick uniform, his
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