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			Part I

			 

			It is Written
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			Between Worlds

			In the shadows of night, slithering between the folds of time, he waited. Starved for retribution. A hollow ache blossoming in the empty cavern where his soul had once resided. He had waited centuries for her. For the one who could unlock the usurper’s heart. The one branded by his hatred, marked by the hands of the reaper.

			His sweet catalyst. His fated destroyer.

			And he would have waited an eternity for her. He would have slumbered in the shadows, patient and willing.

			But Wren Loughty had arrived.

			And now…now the time for waiting was over.
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			AUGUST

			Augustine Hughes was losing his mind.

			Time had become a fickle and unstable thing; it drifted through his fingers like the remnants of a bad dream. There were moments of clarity—breaths of hope among the rot filling his lungs—but it was never enough to drag him back to reality. The darkness was too hungry. The poison too thick.

			It was almost comical, the absurdity of it all. Losing his mind in the afterlife. He would have thought the worst of his troubles were behind him once he had died. Yet there he was, wandering the outskirts of purgatory, mind fragmented, whispering to the darkness like a madman.

			He was mad, wasn’t he?

			August laughed and the sound grated against his skin. He was fairly certain he was lying on the dirt floor, though it was impossible to tell. The only thing he was truly certain of was the agony. It filled every crevice of his soul. Every ligament and bone. Every atom of his being.

			How long had he been like this?

			The last thing he could remember was Wren’s voice dripping into his mind, warm and inviting, and then…fury. An anger he had never known possible. Everything blurred after that, twisting together until all semblance of reality had lost its meaning. And now all he knew was this torture…this suffering.

			Old memories flickered through his vision like a sun-damaged film reel, vignettes of a life that was no longer his.

			August watched as a group of strangers slowly lowered his mother’s body into the ground. Next to him, his sister sobbed. She gripped August’s wrist as though she might float away if she let go. As if he were the only thing tethering her to the earth. Behind them, their father remained silent. He had not wept for his wife, and August was certain he never would.

			Why would he?

			He was the one who’d killed her, after all.

			The memory fluttered away, drifting like morning fog, replaced by another.

			“We must do something,” Edith pleaded, red-rimmed eyes brimming with desperation. They were standing in the garden, hidden beneath the shadows of night. Above them, their father’s study window glowed amber.

			“What are you suggesting?” August asked, fearing her answer.

			Edith’s gaze drifted to the window, her face torn between sorrow and rage.

			“We can make it look like an accident.”

			“Edith,” August whispered. “You mustn’t say things like that—” But his sister interjected, cutting him off.

			“Her death was no accident, Augustine. We both know this.” Edith stepped closer, her dark eyes blazing beneath the light of her lantern. “Do you truly believe she simply fell down the stairs? After everything we’ve seen? Everything we’ve heard?”

			“How will we be any different if we do to him what he did to her?” August challenged.

			“What he did was murder.” The word spoken out loud, with such candor, sent a chill down August’s spine. “This…this is vengeance.”

			“But…what if something happens?” he asked, voice shaking. “What about your soul?”

			“My soul?” Edith chuckled, though her smile dropped when she saw the sincerity in her brother’s eyes. “Oh, Augustine. Do not fear for my soul. It is in nobody’s hands but mine.” When August didn’t budge, Edith let out a long and weighted sigh. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t say these things out loud. I just need some rest.”

			August stepped closer, carefully inspecting his sister. “Are you certain?”

			“Yes, little brother.” Clearly sensing August’s apprehension, Edith reached out and wrapped him in an embrace, whispering the next words into his ear. “I promise.”

			But when she hugged August, he felt her heart hammering in her chest, her pulse beating like the frenetic wings of a hummingbird. And though he could not see his sister’s face…he knew exactly what she was staring at.

			He knew her eyes were locked on that study window.

			August tried desperately to cling to the memory, but it faded before he could watch what happened next, drifting within the invisible current. A new one took its place from one breath to the next.

			The one he had tried so desperately to forget.

			The door to the kitchen was ajar. August took a step inside, peering around the corner. His sister didn’t notice him at first, her lips lifted into a serene and placid smile as she poured a cup of tea. When he stepped forward, the old wood creaked beneath his weight and his sister’s head snapped up in surprise.

			“Augustine. I thought you were asleep.”

			“I was.” He approached the counter, rubbing the exhaustion from his eyes. “But I heard you down here.”

			“Go back to bed.” Edith set the teacup on a tray, stirring the liquid inside with a silver spoon. “Father is in one of his moods. It is best you stay in your room and out of his way.”

			“Is that for him?”

			“Chamomile tea with a splash of rye and valerian.” She winked, stepping around the counter. “I am hopeful it will be enough to calm his nerves and send him to sleep.”

			“Let me come with you—”

			“No,” Edith interjected, pausing beneath the doorway. “If he lashes out, I’d rather it be me than you.” She offered him an apologetic smile. “Please, Augustine. Just go to bed.”

			August conceded with a nod and watched as Edith made her way upstairs, her footsteps receding. He was moments away from walking back to his bedroom when he noticed the empty glass vial on the counter.

			He picked it up, lifting it toward one of the iron sconces lining the walls. The label had been partially scratched off, but he could just make out the writing. Squinting, he read what was written upon the vial.

			Arsenic.

			And Edith had poured the entire bottle into their father’s tea.

			August scrambled out of the kitchen, running up the stairs so fast he nearly slipped, barely catching himself on the railing. He gasped, picking up his pace, panic clouding his judgment. And before he could stop himself, before he could even decipher what he was about to do, he stumbled into his father’s study.

			Edith stood next to their father, a hand on his shoulder. He had lifted the teacup to his lips and begun to take a sip when August first stepped into the room. Upon seeing August, their father froze, the edge of the teacup pressed against his mouth.

			“Augustine…” Edith’s face contorted in confusion. “I thought I said to—” Her voice caught in her throat when she noticed the glass vial in her brother’s hand. She tried to hide her reaction, quickly averting her gaze, but it was too late.

			Their father had noticed.

			“Come here,” he instructed, motioning August forward. “Hand me that.”

			What happened next, August couldn’t quite remember. The memory sped up and slowed down, warping like a fun-house mirror. The scene jolted, staccato, each moment flashing from one heartbeat to the next.

			His father realizing what had been poured into his tea.

			His hands gripping Edith’s neck.

			August slamming his fists against their father’s back.

			The unfathomable pain as his father threw him to the floor and snapped his leg in half.

			Edith removing the knife in her waistcoat and plunging it into their father’s back.

			Their father screaming like a wild animal as he ripped the knife out.

			The look on Edith’s face when her own father brought the same knife down upon her.

			In that moment, the memory came rushing back in with unwavering clarity. The knife had sliced clean through Edith’s abdomen. She fell to the floor, hands clutching her stomach, blood seeping through her fingers. August’s reaction was instinctual. Primal. He tackled his father, pushing him onto his desk, sending a candle tumbling to the floor.

			The curtain closest to the desk caught fire. The flames ate away at the fabric, inch by inch. Beneath August, his father had hardened into stone. Mouth agape. Eyes wide.

			August pushed himself away from his father, collapsing as the pain from his leg took hold. Next to him on the floor, Edith lay motionless, her vacant eyes staring up at the ceiling, the ghost of a smile on her lips. August dragged himself toward her, screaming out in agony as his broken leg arched unnaturally behind him. Around him, the fire grew. It devoured everything in its path—the bookcases, the piles of notebooks, the old wallpaper.

			Black smoke rushed into August’s lungs. He coughed, sputtering, choking helplessly.

			There were two options. Two conclusions to his story. He could attempt to pull himself out of the study, to somehow drag himself down the stairs and out of the house. Or…he could stay there. He could end their story, once and for all, and burn.

			The decision, however, was never truly his to make.

			It was in that moment that a dizziness came over him. Whether it was from shock or his wound, he didn’t know. All he knew was that he was unable to move. His head slammed against the floorboards, as though he had been knocked to the floor by an invisible weight.

			Smoke clouded his vision. Through the haze, he swore he saw someone standing on the other side of the room…watching. But before he could properly understand what he was looking at, the flames swallowed him whole.

			And then…darkness.
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			August opened his eyes and found he was lying in a cave. He blinked, attempting to make sense of where he was. Beneath him, streaks of blood glistened against the rocky floor. It wasn’t until he glanced down at his hands, the raw blisters scattered across his palms healing at a rapid speed, that he understood the blood must be his own. That he must have dragged himself into the cave, crawling on his hands and knees in the throes of delirium, until he found a place to rest his eyes. But now that he had clawed his way back to reality, the weight of his situation fell upon him like a guillotine.

			“My humanity…” August croaked, his voice rough from days spent screaming, drowning under memories.

			Now he remembered.

			He had carved out his humanity. He had opened the locked door and invited the shadows inside, sealing his fate. The tidal wave of memories made sense now—he could remember hearing about this happening to others within the Order…a sort of purging. Days spent writhing in pain, subjected to horrifying hallucinations after removing their humanity. But just to be certain, August reached a trembling hand toward his chest, slowly unbuttoning his shirt until his bare torso was visible. Even shrouded in the darkness of the cave, there was no avoiding what now swam through his veins like venom.

			Shadows.

			August cursed and pressed his head back against the cave wall. His chest shuddered with every panicked breath, terror sinking into his bones. This was exactly what he had tried so hard to avoid…what he had been desperate to shield himself from. The shadows had poisoned his sister, turning her into something unrecognizable, into a monster.

			And now he would meet the same fate.

			With his humanity gone, August would never be able to cross over to the Other Side. And if he allowed himself to use the shadow magic he now had access to—if he truly succumbed to the shadows—he’d lose himself. Just like Edith. The more shadow magic he used, the less him he would be.

			More shadow than human.

			But he would do it again. He would do it ten times over if it meant saving Wren.

			If it meant keeping his promise.

			Find me. Wherever you are, wherever we end up, don’t stop looking for me.

			August gathered himself onto his feet, bracing himself against the walls of the cave. Next to him, a shadow coiled around his wrist, its movement almost shy. Despite the nausea wrapping around his throat, August didn’t push it away. He welcomed it, letting it travel across his palm, slithering up and down his arm in delight. Instantly, a coldness swept through his body. An unnerving chill.

			August knew the truth now, the inescapable verity sowed into his soul. He had thought he could run from it, that he could somehow trick the hand of fate into believing he was worth loving, into believing he was worth something. But August wasn’t the hero. He was broken and tarnished and wretched.

			And Wren…Wren was the cosmos. She was the very stars themselves.

			So—he would do anything to save her from the destruction he had caused. Even if it pained him. Even if it destroyed him.

			He would save her…even if it cost him his soul.
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				IRENE

			
			“Your exam begins…now.”

			The boy standing at the center of the room let out a shaky breath. His eyes scanned the rest of the classroom, terror etched onto his face as he took in the rows upon rows of students looming in front of him, waiting. A cloud of tension permeated the air. A heaviness that seemed to linger over the anxiety-riddled students like a storm cloud. Some of them wanted him to succeed. Most wanted him to fail.

			Irene Manette Bamford, however, mainly wanted him to hurry the fuck up.

			She glanced over at the grandfather clock on the other side of the room. Tick. Tick. Tick. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat next to Housemaster Marigold, crossing her legs with an impatient huff. The boy was moving at a glacial pace, hands shaking as he raised his palms in front of him.

			Irene groaned.

			Honestly, Marigold should just fail him now and get it over with.

			The boy shut his eyes, grimacing, and the faintest gust of wind flickered in his palm, an almost indiscernible vortex materializing in his hands. He gritted his teeth, sweat dampening his temples, and the swirling gust of wind grew in intensity, transforming into what almost appeared to be a miniature tornado.

			Irene snorted. Marigold shot her a quick glance, clearly biting back her own smile.

			The boy’s eyes snapped open and the swirling air in his palms vanished. A few students seated in the front row snickered into their notes. Others looked on with palpable pity, faces pulled into apologetic smiles.

			Marigold cleared her throat.

			“That’ll do, Tao.”

			A deep blush bloomed on the boy’s pale cheeks. He tugged at the hem of his olive wool sweater, feet still firmly planted on the ground.

			“Wait…I—I can do it again.” He peered over his shoulder, looking between Irene and Marigold with pleading eyes. “Let me try again. Please.”

			Marigold pushed the sleeves of her lace blouse over her elbows.

			“That won’t be necessary.”

			“I can do better. I can prove it to you.” He raised his hands once more and the air around him barely moved—just the faintest flicker of wind, which sent a pathetic little wisp of air floating over his palm.

			“Tao.” Marigold spoke his name with a bit more force this time. “I said that’s enough. You know you cannot retake an exam. Your grade is final.”

			But Tao was proving to be a bit more stubborn than either of them had anticipated.

			“No,” he choked out, desperate, face turning beet red from effort. “I can—I can do this. I just need…a few more…seconds.” The veins running along his neck bulged as he pushed harder, his entire body trembling as the faint wisp of air began to swirl faster.

			Jesus Christ. He’s going to knock himself out cold.

			Marigold leaned in toward Irene, dipping her voice lower. “Do you mind taking care of this?”

			Irene smirked. “Oh…it would be my pleasure.”

			As Tao continued to ignore Marigold’s instructions, resolute about making an absolute fool of himself, Irene stood up from her chair, dusting her hands along the sides of her silk dress. She stepped forward, her heeled boots echoing against the floorboards. As soon as she stood up, the other students straightened in their chairs, clearly sensing what would happen next. Some of their faces blanched in fear. Others leaned in closer, eager to see how the scene would unfold. Tao, however, was too busy casting the world’s most pathetic air manipulation spell to notice Irene standing behind him.

			That was, of course, until she’d sent him flying across the room with nothing but a flick of her wrist.

			Tao hit the eastern wall of the classroom with a loud and echoing thud. He let out a strangled cry of surprise, the noise garbling in his throat as he scrambled to push himself onto his feet.

			“Your time is up.” Irene’s lips curved into a smile. “You can leave now. Unless you’d like to spend the next month locked in reformatory.”

			Tao hesitated for a moment, eyes flitting across the other students. But nobody was coming to his rescue. He dragged his gaze back to Irene, sheepishly nodding his head before skulking out of the classroom.

			Honestly, the boy should be thanking her for not snapping his neck out of sheer annoyance.

			“Thank you, Irene.” Marigold turned to address the rest of the class. “And a reminder to all of you that there are no redos in this classroom. You have one chance to take your exam. No exceptions.”

			Irene was about to gesture for the next student to take her place—a trembling girl who had gone three shades of green during Tao’s exam—when a sudden knock at the door interrupted her. It creaked open, revealing another Ascended that Irene vaguely recognized. Samira Heydari stood at the doorway, an annoyed look in her dark chestnut eyes.

			“I apologize for the interruption, Housemaster, but I need to speak with Irene for a brief moment.”

			Marigold let out a sigh of understanding. “Yes, yes. Go on. But make it quick.”

			Irene fixed Samira with a perplexed look before walking across the room and following the other Ascended out into the hallway.

			“What’s this about?” Irene asked once the door had closed behind them.

			Samira spun on her heels, her berry lips lifting into a smirk. An array of freckles dotted her dark brown skin, traveling across the bridge of her nose and down her cheeks. Her wavy black hair, which she had braided and secured with a ruby ribbon, had a silver streak that slithered over her shoulder. She was offensively pretty and a monstrous bitch, a combination that Irene couldn’t help but respect.

			“I have a gift for you.”

			Irene raised a brow in suspicion. “A gift?”

			Samira reached into her coat pocket and produced a black envelope, dangling it between them. Irene rolled her eyes, snatching the envelope from the other girl’s hand, and ripped it open. Inside, she found a letter.

			Pleasure awaits at the heart of Blackwood.

			This evening, celebrate a new round of Council initiates.

			Bring your most depraved desires and feast upon the forbidden.

			A rush of excitement burst through Irene as the letter’s message echoed in her mind, though it had less to do with the ridiculous party she’d been invited to and more to do with what the party represented.

			The Council—Blackwood’s enigmatic secret society in charge of all the school’s defenses—was about to select a new group of potential initiates in a tapping ceremony, which was exactly what Irene had been waiting for. What she and Mateo had been planning for since the beginning.

			Join the Ascended.

			Infiltrate the Council.

			And take Blackwood Academy down.

			“Well?”

			Samira’s voice drew Irene back to the present.

			“Well what?” Irene asked, clearing her throat.

			“Are you going to go?”

			Irene managed a nonchalant shrug. “I’ll consider it.”

			Samira chuckled, as if she saw right through Irene’s feigned indifference.

			“Well, if you ask me, I think you should go,” she said, slowly sauntering away from Irene, a coy smile on her lips. “Who knows…you might even enjoy yourself.”

			Enjoy myself? Irene doubted it. But before she could snap back with a rebuttal, Samira was gone, waltzing around the corner and vanishing deeper into Elysium Hall.

			Irene detested how the other Ascended had been treating her ever since she’d joined them. As if she were beneath them simply because she was new. As if they knew something she didn’t. Samira was no different—always watching Irene with a smug grin. Speaking to her with purposeful condescension.

			Not that it mattered. There was business Irene needed to attend to.

			And—more specifically—someone she needed to speak with.
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			Despite the circumstances, Irene had grown rather accustomed to the sight of a Demien sprawled across her bed.

			When she finally made it back to her bedroom after her Ascended duties, she opened the door to find Mateo lying there, scribbling in a red leather-bound journal marked with the Demien Order’s sigil—three interconnecting circles bathed in black flames. He was always jotting things down in there…writing late into the evening. On most nights since she’d joined the Ascended, Irene had fallen asleep to the sound of pen scraping against parchment, the faint crackle of a burning wick echoing from Mateo’s side of the room.

			“How was your day?” the Demien asked now, eyes still glued to the pages of his journal.

			Irene let out a snort, slamming the door closed with a flick of her wrist. “Riveting.”

			She stalked across her room and paused by the arched window overlooking the grounds. The dormitories of Blackwood Academy loomed in the distance, a sprawling maze of pointed towers and stained-glass windows. Late afternoon gave way to the familiar silver glow of night, mist coiling around the ground in thin rivulets, welcoming the haze of dusk. Far across the other side of campus lay Ivory House, the dormitory Irene had once called home. She could barely see it from where she stood now, a dark and foreboding skeleton wrapped in a web of vines, but even so…she missed it.

			Though it had been weeks since Irene had been forced to move out of Ivory House and into her new room within the Ascended Quarters, she still hadn’t entirely settled in. Perhaps she could admit that it wasn’t Ivory House she missed, but something else.

			Someone else.

			A memory sliced through her mind, sharp and sudden.

			Masika staring back at her in the clearing. The disbelief in her eyes as Irene turned away from her and tore their friendship in two.

			Irene flinched as the present came rushing back in. Thinking back on what had happened was useless. She couldn’t change what fate had already carved into stone. Masika, her only friend—if she could even call her that anymore—had gone missing after the third Decennial trial, buried under rubble and devoured by rock and ice. And after nearly two weeks of searching, two weeks of scouring the outskirts of purgatory, her body had yet to be found.

			None of them had been found.

			Wren. August. Emilio. Olivier. Masika. All of them—gone. As though their souls had been obliterated, sucked out of existence. They should have been marked as sacrifices for the Ether’s insatiable hunger, just like the other six eliminated nominees, but they had disappeared at the end of the final trial.

			Grief prickled at Irene’s chest as she thought back on the other unlucky nominees. Nick. Liza. Georgia. Carter. Jocelyn. Tristan. All of them devoured by the Ether. But even with their sacrifice, it wasn’t enough. There should have been eleven souls sacrificed. Irene could feel the Ether’s discontent with every breath, the gaping hole demanding to be filled, scraping at her insides like a petulant child.

			“What happened?”

			Irene hadn’t heard Mateo walk over. He was standing beside her, blue eyes blazing with concern. He often moved like a shadow, silent and undetectable. A ribbon of silver light shone across his tanned skin, illuminating the webbed black veins on his neck.

			She curled her trembling hands into fists, flexing her fingers back and forth.

			“The tapping ceremony,” she whispered. “I think it’s happening tonight. There’s some stupid party to celebrate it…I have a feeling they’ll choose the initiates there.”

			“Good.” Mateo nodded, eyes still anchored on Irene. He cocked his head, as if assessing her. “What is it? Are you nervous you won’t be selected?”

			Irene shrugged. Even if she was—she’d never admit it out loud.

			Her eyes traveled to the journal in his hands. “What were you doing?” she asked, quick to change the subject.

			“I’ve been considering the possibility of a third coalition forming on the outskirts. A new faction, separate from both Blackwood and the Demien Order. I’m afraid my suspicions might be right,” Mateo muttered, tapping the journal against his arm. He wandered back over to the bed and sat down. “I thought it might just be rumors at first…fearmongering from Silas to keep us distracted. But a recent string of disappearances within the Order had me questioning the validity of these claims.”

			Irene arched a brow in surprise. This was the first she’d heard of this. “What disappearances?”

			“They’ve happened for a while now…sporadic. Not frequent enough to pose an actual threat, but consistent enough that we’ve noticed a pattern.”

			“And what does this third coalition want?” Irene asked.

			“To stop us.”

			“From doing what, exactly?” As Irene asked the question, she made note of the tension in Mateo’s shoulders. The slight crack in his stoic expression. “I know we want to take down Blackwood and stop Silas, but you still haven’t told me how.”

			But Mateo didn’t answer her. He simply began flipping through the notebook, gnawing on the inside of his cheek. Of course. More unanswered questions. More secrecy. Irene should have been used to it by now, but she still found herself bristling at his silence.

			“Oh, come on.” She let out a groan. “Seriously? I’m tired of being kept in the dark. I deserve to know!”

			Mateo sighed and glanced up at Irene as though she were a child throwing a tantrum.

			“You know I can’t tell you.” His voice was hoarse, clipped with impatience. “Not yet. You should be concentrating on the party tonight, anyway.”

			Irene scoffed. “I think I’m capable of deciding what I should and shouldn’t be concentrating on.”

			She hadn’t meant to snap back, but his reluctance had set something off inside her. She had done everything to earn his favor—sacrificed more than she was willing to admit—and yet she was still being kept at arm’s length. Secrets piling up between them.

			At the sound of her outburst, Mateo’s expression shifted.

			Irene often found herself forgetting the power lurking under Mateo’s seemingly benign mask. It was in these moments, silence reverberating between them, tension twisting the air, that she was unwillingly reminded of the danger lurking beneath the surface. But instead of backing away, of cowering under that realization, Irene simply straightened her shoulders, looked him squarely in the eyes and asked, “Do you want me to trust you?”

			Mateo flinched, taken aback. When he looked at her, it was almost as if he were seeing through her, examining every inch of her soul with nothing but his gaze. And then he inhaled a quivering breath and lowered his eyes in surrender.

			“There’s a prophecy…” he began, his voice barely a whisper. “The Soulless One spoke it with his first breath. He carved it into his soul, branding it within the heart of the Demien Order. From my blood she will drink, a debt for a price. A promise of darkness, a last sacrifice. Rotten and broken, his lie comes undone; when the two meet their maker…the two become one.”

			“I don’t understand.” Irene shook her head, desperate to make sense of his words. “What does that mean?”

			“She…is the catalyst,” Mateo explained. Something unsettling blazed behind his eyes, an intensity Irene had never seen before. “The harbinger of destruction. The one who will lead the Order in battle and destroy Blackwood, once and for all. That’s our how. We find the catalyst…and she ushers in the clean slate.”

			“And how are we supposed to figure out who she is?” Irene asked.

			Mateo dropped Irene’s hand, opening the notebook once again.

			“We don’t need to. We already know”—Mateo turned to the final page and angled it toward Irene—“and so do you.”

			At first, the page appeared entirely blank, whatever was written upon it concealed by a privacy enchantment. But as the seconds passed, something began to form upon the surface. Bloodred ink swirling into shapes…a pair of eyes…a nose…a mouth…until a perfectly drawn figure emerged, sketched in red ink and shimmering speckles of magic.

			Irene couldn’t contain the gasp that sprang out of her.

			She took a step backward, hoping and praying that what she had seen, what she was looking at, wasn’t real. That this was all some sadistic, twisted joke. Because the face sketched in red ink, the face staring back at her…was none other than Wren Loughty.
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				MASIKA

			
			Masika Sallow had mastered the art of subtlety. Dipping in and out of shadows undetected, plastering on an inconspicuous smile—nothing to see here, keep it moving. It was for this reason that people tended to underestimate her, to see her as nothing more than the meek and unassuming friend. But she had learned that, sometimes, being invisible was exactly what she needed.

			As Masika made her way through the winding corridors of the Resistance’s manor, eyes lowered and mouth curved into a placid smile, she was silently thankful for this keen ability of hers. Members of the Resistance scurried past her, clearly running late for the meeting, but nobody batted an eye. Nobody even spared her a passing glance.

			Which was fine by Masika—given what she was about to do.

			Sneaking around the Resistance’s manor had posed a bit of a problem the first few days. Masika had attempted to explore the various Wings, though she’d somehow ended up getting inexplicably lost. Similar to the Ascended Quarters back at Blackwood, the Resistance’s manor appeared to be enchanted on the inside, almost as if it magically expanded to fit the roughly one hundred members roaming inside. There were multiple floors and basement levels, a maze of hallways that had been nearly impossible for her to navigate when she’d first arrived. Now, after a couple of weeks—and some trial and error—Masika had gotten the hang of it.

			For the most part.

			As the corridor began to clear, Masika summoned a cloaking enchantment, the defensive magic washing over her skin in a haze of pale blue and golden threads.

			Her window of opportunity was small. The last person was entering the Battle Room, the door slowly closing behind them. Masika beelined for the closing door, slipping into the room with barely a second to spare.

			As she stumbled forward, she looked up, surveying the scene.

			A large oval table stood at the center of the room, made from dark oak and embellished with intricate carvings. A chandelier dangled a few feet above the center of the table, though each arm appeared to be made from bark and the bulbs shaped like crystallized droplets of water. Instead of the usual amber glow of a flame, each bulb gave off a pale cerulean sheen, washing the room in a bluish glow.

			The table itself was massive, large enough to fit all twenty-one Leaders of the Resistance. The Leaders were divided into three subgroups—combat trainers, healers and strategists. It was their job to train the rest of the Resistance, to prepare them for the inevitable battle looming on the horizon.

			It’s their job to make sure we stand a chance, Masika thought with a shudder.

			There were only two faces Masika properly recognized—Birdie and Russo. Birdie sat on the right side of the table, among the strategists, while Russo sat on the left, at the head of the combat trainers. It still felt odd to see the pair without their Housemaster’s cloak. Like the other Leaders of the Resistance, Birdie and Russo appeared to be perpetually poised for battle; their shoulders covered with shimmering chain-mail spaulders, ruby-encrusted chokers protecting their necks. Leather armor sat snuggly around their torsos; a set of corporeally infused daggers rested upon Birdie’s waist, while Russo kept a glowing spear strapped to her back.

			And sitting at the far end of the table, arms draped over her chair as she waited for the others to settle, was Catherine.

			For a terrible, prolonged moment, Masika could do nothing but stare. After all this time, after all the years spent waiting and clinging to the stubborn hope that she might one day see her again—Catherine was here. But there was no room in Masika’s heart for joy, not when the truth stung more than losing her ever did.

			Because Catherine had escaped the Demien Order years ago to join the Resistance.

			Which meant she hadn’t been forced to stay away from Masika…she’d chosen to.

			Despite the anger and resentment seizing her heart, Masika couldn’t help but briefly marvel at the sheer beauty that was Catherine. The years had hardened her, her features alight with an intensity that wasn’t there before, but she was still undeniably breathtaking. Her tawny hair was tied into multiple braids that fell down her leather-clad shoulders, the tips brushing against her waist. An armored corset covered the curves of her torso, ruby buckles adorning the front. She donned the Resistance red in her bracers, the armguards fitted around her forearms.

			It was excruciating, being this close to her again. A tirade of memories threatened to overtake Masika—late nights spent hidden beneath the winding corridors of Blackwood, whispering secrets and sharing parts of themselves that nobody had seen before. Trading kisses beneath candlelight. Holding hands as they walked through the mist-shrouded grounds.

			Masika shut her eyes, pushing the thoughts away. She wasn’t here for Catherine.

			She was here to listen.

			As Masika made her way around the room, passing by a small oval mirror, she caught a glimpse of her reflection. She startled for a moment, afraid the others could see her, before quickly remembering the cloaking enchantment concealing her from the rest of the Battle Room. Her chest tightened at the sight of the unfamiliar scar marring her deep brown skin, slicing down from her eyebrow to her neck. The healers had done what they could to mend her injuries, though they were unsure why they hadn’t been able to heal the scar completely.

			But Masika didn’t mind it anymore.

			The scar was proof that she had crawled her way out of the Decennial. That she had beat Silas at his own game.

			And if she had beat the game…then perhaps she could win the war.

			Masika shifted her gaze away from the mirror and back toward the table when a voice cut through the restless murmurs of the room.

			“I think we’ve endured enough waiting,” said a girl with cropped silver hair seated among the combat trainers. Floral tattoos adorned her brown skin, traveling up her forearms and onto her shoulders. Her eyes were locked in on Catherine. “What’s this about, Cat?”

			Cat? Masika couldn’t help but feel a slight sting at hearing the nickname.

			An unwelcome memory fluttered through her mind.

			Masika had just finished classes for the evening. She’d found Catherine sitting by the hearth in Ivory House, legs crossed and hands extended toward the crackling flames. She crossed the room, slowly sinking down next to her on the floor.

			“You okay?”

			Catherine blinked, as if she’d just realized Masika was next to her. She’d been acting strange the past few days. More distant. Masika would often catch her staring out of a window, a sort of vacant look in her eyes.

			“Just tired,” Catherine murmured softly beneath her breath, mustering up a small smile, though the light didn’t quite reach her eyes.

			Masika reached out her hand, gently tucking a strand of tawny hair behind Catherine’s ear. Her fingers briefly grazed the other girl’s cheek, and Masika watched as a blanket of goose bumps fluttered up and down Catherine’s neck.

			“There’s something on your mind, Cat. I can tell.”

			Catherine gnawed on her cheek. Masika held her breath, waiting. But then Catherine simply laced her hand through Masika’s, bringing the back of her hand up toward her lips, brushing a featherlight kiss upon her knuckles.

			“I’m fine, my little dove. Promise.”

			Masika shuddered, pushing the memory away, forcing herself back to the present. In front of her, Catherine inhaled a deep breath, leaning forward. She focused her attention on the silver-haired girl.

			“Dina…settle down.”

			Dina slumped back into her chair, though she kept her gaze fixed on Catherine. The others watched intently as Catherine stood from her chair, hands splayed over the table.

			Masika made a mental note of the key dangling at Catherine’s hip. Though they were allowed to roam freely throughout the Resistance’s base, there was one area that was explicitly forbidden to enter. One area that only the Leaders themselves ever stepped foot in.

			The Southern Wing.

			Whatever Catherine was hiding in there was clearly valuable…and Masika had every intention of figuring out what it was.

			“I understand you’re all eager to know why we’ve called this meeting, so I’ll cut to the chase.” Catherine’s tone was calm and level, though Masika could sense the underlying wariness peeking at the edges. “As you all know, our latest tracking crew left the base three days ago. They were meant to return tomorrow, however…there’s been a problem.”

			Masika had heard of these tracking crews…and the danger of being part of them.

			Despite the Resistance being partially made up of ex-Demiens, none of them were able to pinpoint the location of the Demien Order’s encampment. It was enchanted to be hidden…even from memory. Every ex-Demien who tried to recollect where they had come from—who tried to trace their way back to the encampment—couldn’t remember a single thing. It was as if the memory had been carved out of their mind, replaced with a murky haze. Which meant that every few weeks, a new group of Resistance members would venture out into purgatory in the hopes of tracking down the Demien Order’s location.

			Not a single crew had been successful.

			If they even made it back at all.

			“What kind of problem?” asked Dina, pulling Masika out of her thoughts.

			Catherine’s jaw twitched, the faintest crack in her stoic mask.

			“They’ve been taken.”

			Tension swept through the room in a wave of harrowing silence.

			“By who?” whispered a boy to the left of Catherine. He had a lean frame with a sharp jaw and copper hair that fell to his shoulders. Masika had seen him before, during her mandatory training sessions with Russo. Brayden, Masika thought to herself. She remembered hearing Russo call out his name in warning when he’d nearly rendered another boy unconscious during a combat match.

			“There’s something else,” Catherine whispered, ignoring his question. “Before their positioning was lost, Thalia was able to record a final message. She…well…I suppose it’s best if you take a look for yourselves.”

			Catherine lifted her hand and a swirling pool of darkness trickled out from her fingers.

			From one blink to the next, the darkness began to shift and bend, creating eyes and a mouth and ears—until a fully formed face stared back at them, a projection made of smoke and magic hovering over the surface of the table. A girl. Recognition prickled at Masika’s consciousness—she was certain she knew her from somewhere.

			Through the projection, Masika could vaguely make out a dark and foreboding forest looming behind the girl, but the image was too blurry to pinpoint any details.

			And then the girl began to speak.

			“This…this is Thalia Greevson…” Her voice was strained with exertion, her breaths labored and heavy. “We…we were able to make it to the border of Widow’s Forest—” Widow’s Forest. That was the forest that the Resistance believed hid the Demien Order’s location. Not that it helped much in their hunt. Widow’s Forest was massive—stretching far enough that it even bordered the edge of Blackwood’s perimeter.

			The girl’s face warped momentarily, static disrupting the sound. A deathly hush had fallen upon the meeting room as everyone listened, enraptured. “—a group of them attacked us. They knew our coordinates. I don’t know how, but…there’s no fighting our way out of this. I’ve already lost half the crew. You have to avoid the arrows…” Again, the message glitched, a garbled mess of static and sound: “—if you find this, don’t bother sending a search party…it’s not…I don’t think it’s worth—”

			Static cut through the message once again as Thalia tumbled out of view, shoved aside by an invisible force.

			A struggle echoed in the distance.

			A bloodcurdling scream.

			And then…silence.

			The image of Thalia melted, the swirling mass of darkness slowly evaporating.

			A terrible, piercing emptiness enveloped the room. Everybody seemed equally stunned by what they had just heard, a sort of haunted look in their eyes.

			Catherine clasped her hands firmly over the table and let out a sigh.

			“We haven’t heard from them since.”

			Russo drummed her fingers against the table.

			“When are we sending a search party?”

			Catherine’s face hardened.

			“We’re not.”

			It was Brayden who spoke next. He slammed his hand against the table, rising from his seat with a jolt.

			“Bullshit!” he cried, brows furrowed. Masika hadn’t noticed before, but he appeared to be even more distraught than the others. His skin had gone splotchy and pink, the whites of his eyes glassy with tears.

			“Easy,” whispered a girl next to Brayden. She attempted to place a comforting hand on his arm, but he brushed her off, turning his attention back toward Catherine.

			“You truly expect us to do nothing?” he spat out. “To let them be taken—”

			“Everything has changed,” Catherine interjected. “You know just as well as I do that we cannot afford to send out a search party. Hell, we can’t even waste any more time trying to look for the Demiens’ location! We have to prepare for the expedition—” Masika leaned in closer, suddenly alert. Expedition? What was Catherine talking about? “—and that will be five bodies at the very least. Who will protect the base if we all leave? We’d be left exposed. Vulnerable.”

			A million questions ricocheted in Masika’s mind—what expedition is Catherine talking about? What changed? And what can possibly be more valuable than the lives of their fellow Resistance members? Before anybody could offer further clarity, Dina’s voice echoed around the room once more.

			“So, what?” Dina leaned back against her chair. She crossed her arms and lifted her lips into a sardonic smirk. “We just condemn them to what might likely be an eternity of torture in the hopes that this expedition will work? An expedition that—might I add—is solely based off of these two’s word.” Dina gestured toward Birdie and Russo, both of whom rolled their eyes at the not-so-subtle dig.

			“It’s more complicated than that and you know it,” whispered Birdie, shooting Dina a glare. “And it’s not just some guess. We saw it with our own eyes. We brought Catherine a copy.”

			“Right. Leave it to the bloody strategist to argue semantics,” Dina chuckled, rolling her eyes. “Plus, not to mention that a copy can be forged. How do we know you haven’t simply made the whole thing—”

			“Enough.”

			Catherine’s voice sucked the air out of the room, quickly silencing Dina. For a moment, nobody said a word. And then Catherine was standing, pushing herself away from the table.

			“Let’s take the night to sleep on it.” She cleared her throat. “We’ll reconvene tomorrow morning and discuss the possibility of a search party.”

			This seemed to be enough to appease everyone…well, mostly everyone.

			Brayden rose from his seat and stormed out of the room, severing Catherine with a poisonous glare before slamming the door closed behind him. The others trickled out shortly after, whispering among themselves as they funneled into the corridor. Masika knew her best chance at exiting the room undetected would be to wait for everybody to leave, but Catherine continued to linger. Even once the last few members drifted out of the room, plunging them into silence, Catherine remained rooted behind her chair, a faraway look in her eyes.

			Masika took a cautious step toward the meeting room door, hoping and praying that her cloaking enchantment would hold despite the anxiety coursing through her limbs. She took another step forward, hand outstretched, fingers trembling as she reached for the doorknob—

			“It’s not polite to eavesdrop, little dove.”

			Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

			Well, she supposed there was no point in keeping the façade any longer. She dropped the cloaking enchantment, the haze of golden light vanishing with a flicker.

			Catherine’s eyes met hers, not a hint of surprise in her expression.

			Masika let out an exasperated breath.

			“What the hell are you trying to find out there? What is this expedition about?”

			Catherine smirked.

			“Do I need to put locks on your door? Have a guard follow your every move?”

			“Right.” Masika crossed her arms. “Deflecting. Shouldn’t be surprised, should I? You’re just as secretive as always.”

			Catherine’s expression hardened as she took a step forward. When she spoke next, the teasing lilt in her voice had vanished, taking on that authoritative edge she’d put on during the meeting.

			“You shouldn’t have been in here.”

			“Why?” Masika shot back without hesitation. “What are you keeping from us?”

			Catherine shrugged.

			“Nothing.”

			“Oh, don’t nothing me.” Masika scoffed. “I heard every word.” She stepped forward, unflinching beneath Catherine’s narrowed gaze. “So…answer the question.”

			“We’re…” Catherine looked up at the ceiling, biting the inside of her cheek as she searched for the right words. “…looking for something. Something that has the potential to shift the tides of this war. That could save the afterlife.”

			“What?”

			Catherine cocked her head with a teasing grin.

			“That’s classified.”

			Masika blinked, cheeks burning with anger.

			“You think this is funny?”

			Catherine stepped closer, reaching a tentative hand out.

			“Oh, come on—”

			“You left me!” Masika bellowed. She hadn’t meant for the words to come tumbling out, but she couldn’t restrain herself. Not anymore. Not when the dormant pain had fully ruptured, bringing with it the unforgiving sting of old wounds.

			Catherine’s hand dropped to her side, her mouth opening and closing in surprise.

			“Ah.” She awkwardly shifted from one foot to the other. “So that’s what this is really about.”

			“You could have talked to me about it,” Masika whispered, ashamed of her own desperation. “Given me a chance to reason with you. Dammit, Catherine…you could have at least tried to take me with you.”

			Catherine’s face fell as Masika’s words echoed between them. She stepped closer, close enough that an unwanted wisp of longing coiled around Masika’s stomach. She could imagine that in another life, in another version of their story, she’d reach out and brush her fingertips against Catherine and destroy the space between them.

			But not in this one. In this version, Masika remained motionless, her expression cold and controlled.

			“Come on, little dove.” Catherine looked up at her with pleading eyes. “What will it take for you to forgive me?”

			An idea sparked in Masika’s mind. Something wildly out of character. It would be a risk, but given the circumstances…one she was willing to make.

			“Why?” Masika inched closer. With that single step, the space between them was nearly nonexistent, begging to be closed. Catherine must have sensed it, too. Her gaze darted between Masika’s eyes and lips. “Did you miss me?”

			When Catherine spoke next, her voice was low and hoarse, a sound that Masika wanted to drink in.

			“More than you know.”

			“Is it difficult to see me again?” Masika reached her hand out, tentatively tucking a loose strand of hair behind Catherine’s ear. The second Masika’s fingertips brushed the delicate skin of Catherine’s neck, Catherine’s eyes fluttered, a deep sigh escaping her lips. “To be so close to me, yet…unable to have me?”

			Catherine shut her eyes.

			“It’s torture,” she whispered.

			Masika let the moment linger, the anticipation building as Catherine leaned in closer, nearly melting in her palms. It was exactly what Masika wanted…what she had envisioned on so many lonely nights.

			But then Masika stepped backward, snatching the moment away with a smug grin.

			“Perfect,” she chirped, sauntering toward the door. “A few decades of agonizing torture, and we can call it even.” She glanced over her shoulder, delighted to see Catherine staring back at her, jaw slack. “See you around, Cat.”

			On any other day, Masika might have felt a sting of remorse for her little performance. She might have even been tempted to follow through with it, unable to temper her desire to close the space between them. But she couldn’t dwell on any of that now…not when her plan had worked.

			Because as Masika exited the room, victory swirling in her chest, Catherine was too stunned to notice the empty key ring dangling at her hip…and the key tucked within Masika’s palm.
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				WREN

			
			Wren Loughty succumbed to the darkness and

			fell

			back

			into

			time…

			The patter of rain. Tires against asphalt. Static as an old folk song drifted through the radio. The sweet scent of vanilla perfume and the remnants of liquor lingering on minty breath.

			Wren opened her eyes.

			She was sitting in the passenger seat of her mother’s old Jeep Wrangler, looking down at her hands. The world around her tilted momentarily, blurring and refocusing as she came back to her senses.

			“Mom is gonna kill us.”

			Wren blinked, dazed. She turned to her left and spotted her sister in the driver’s seat, fingers drumming against the steering wheel. Maeve’s strawberry-blond hair fell over her shoulders in tousled waves, her recently cut bangs fluffed right above her brows. Freckles dotted her sun-kissed skin, tan lines etched into the curve of her shoulders. They’d spent the entire summer lying by the lake. Wishing. Dreaming.

			“What did you say?” Wren heard herself ask. She had the sense that she was missing something…that there was something she was meant to do. But no matter how hard she racked her brain, how carefully she tried to think back and recall what it was that was nagging at her subconscious, she couldn’t remember.

			“Mom,” Maeve repeated over the sound of the rain hitting the roof. “She’s gonna have our heads for this. There’s no way she didn’t wake up.”

			Right…the party. They had snuck out once their mom had fallen asleep, slipping out of Wren’s bedroom window, giggling under their breaths as they tiptoed across the lawn and scurried into the car.

			Thunder rumbled in the distance now, streaks of lightning zigzagging across the black storm clouds dotting the sky. Humid air trickled in from the window closest to Wren, the smell of damp earth and brine filling her lungs.

			“Maybe we should pull over.” Wren lowered the radio. A nagging worry was burrowing into her chest, an unmistakable sense of panic she couldn’t shake off. She was forgetting something…what was she forgetting?

			Maeve chuckled, brushing Wren’s words off with a wave. “What for? I told you I didn’t drink. I’m fine. I promise.”

			Something in Wren snapped like a blaring alarm.

			There was something about the car. Something about the slate-black road stretching out before them…the headlights illuminating the yellow lines…the dense forest flanking them, whipping by in a blur.

			“Maeve…” Wren’s voice trailed off as her heart pounded against her chest, her pulse racing, thrumming in her throat. Something about it was wrong. Unnatural. She lifted her trembling hand to her throat, her heartbeat thrashing against her fingertips. Her heartbeat…her heartbeat…

			Her heart.

			I shouldn’t have a heart.

			The thought sliced through her mind, sharp and sudden.

			“Stop the car,” Wren blurted out, panicked. Time seemed to bend at the edges, warping and fragmenting. Around her, the forest began to disintegrate. Faces emerged in the darkness, staring at her, glowing sapphire eyes watching her between the crooked branches. She tried to look through the swirling haze, to find who those eyes belonged to, but everything was moving too fast.

			“What are you talking about?” Maeve asked, but her voice had grown distorted, twisted and wrong.

			Wren wanted to scream.

			They weren’t meant to be here. This night. This car. This moment.

			It was all wrong, it was all wrong, it was all—

			Maeve gasped as something materialized on the road in front of them. Beady dark eyes stared back at them—a deer. Wren didn’t even see it jump onto the road. One second it wasn’t there, and the next…

			The car swerved left.

			Maeve screamed.

			Wren reached for her sister.

			Metal screeched, bent, twisted, ruptured.

			Wren’s neck snapped forward, head slamming against the dashboard, blood filling her mouth. Gravity shifted. The car tilted and flipped and—

			…

			…

			Wren woke up screaming.

			Her eyelids snapped open, throat raw and cheeks damp with tears. She was sitting on a wooden chair, her limbs frozen by some sort of enchantment. She couldn’t move a muscle. Her mind trapped within the prison of her own body.

			And standing before her, an indecipherable expression on her face, was Edith Hughes.

			Despite the shadows running through her veins and the feathered darkness swirling behind the whites of her eyes, the High General of the Demien Order looked painfully human. Just a girl. Perhaps only a year or two older than Wren.

			But she was the farthest thing from human.

			As Wren came to her senses, the reality of her situation dawned on her. She remembered now. She remembered it all. Her abduction during the final trial of the Decennial. Edith’s confession that Wren was somehow the key to destroying Blackwood. The look of glistening pride in Edith’s eyes when she’d shown Wren the Demien Order encampment.

			But now…she was here. Wherever here was.

			After bringing Wren to the encampment, Edith had promptly relocated her into a large tent hidden deep within the Demien Order’s winding caverns, torturing her with a magic Wren had never known possible.

			Somehow, with the help of some dark and perverse magic, Edith was forcing Wren to relive her death.

			Over and over and over.

			The same night. The same car.

			The same mistake.

			For what purpose? Wren hadn’t the faintest clue. Before she could even get a word out and beg Edith for more information, the High General would place her hands upon Wren’s temples and the process would begin again. The only respite she got was a few hours at night when Edith would relocate her to another tent to sleep, though even then, Wren couldn’t shake off the memory. It was as if it were burned into her retinas. Branded into her mind.

			Now, Edith dropped her hands from Wren’s face, the shadows retreating with her, slithering over her arms and sinking back into her skin. Wren let out a strangled cough. The acrid taste of blood flooded her mouth.

			“Please.” Wren’s voice was hoarse, almost unrecognizable. “Enough.”

			But if the other girl felt any inkling of pity, she didn’t show it. Edith’s face remained expressionless, her dark eyes anchored on Wren’s face as though she were attempting to look inside her.

			“How do you feel?”

			“How do I—” Wren couldn’t help but let out a shock of laughter. “How do I feel?”

			Edith’s lip twitched.

			“Answer the question.”

			“I feel like ripping you apart limb from limb,” Wren snapped. She attempted to move her hands, to move anything, but her body remained frozen. She was nothing but a puppet. A plaything for Edith’s whims.

			“Pity,” Edith huffed. “I suppose we’ll just have to keep going.”

			Terror laced through Wren, sudden and violent.

			“No,” she choked out. “Please. Just—just stop. Haven’t you had enough?”

			“It’s not up to me,” Edith replied, voice cold.

			“What does that mean?” Wren asked, hating the raw desperation in her voice. “I’m begging you. Just tell me what it is you want.”

			Edith tilted her head, her eyes raking up and down Wren’s face.

			“Funny. I never thought the catalyst of destruction would be one to beg.”

			Wren groaned, fighting against the paralysis that had taken hold of her body.

			“Has it perhaps occurred to you that you’re wrong, then? That I’m not the catalyst of destruction? That I’m not the one you’ve been looking for?”

			Edith stepped closer and the whites of her eyes bled to black.

			“Oh, but you are, Wren Loughty. You will sever the link. Cleanse the threads of corruption. Because the Soulless One demands it.” When she spoke next, her voice was not her own. It was dark, distorted…like rusted nails scraping against Wren’s skin. “Because it is written.”

			Wren wanted to scream. The voice that slipped out of Edith’s mouth felt like poison dripping into her ears, a shooting pain blossoming at the base of her spine. She was tired of hearing about the damn prophecy. Of being told there was nothing she could do to stop what had been written. Screw the prophecy. Wren was nobody’s pawn. Her body might be under Edith’s curse, but her mind and her soul were entirely her own. But before Wren could even open her mouth to retort, a jumble of noise echoed from beyond the tent, stealing their attention.

			Edith blinked, the whites of her eyes returning. She whipped her head around, listening intently. It was a muffled commotion; the voices in the distance rose, a chorus of shouts and mumbled words of confusion.

			“Come with me,” Edith commanded, her voice back to its normal rasp. “And don’t try anything—not that it would work, anyway.”

			With a jolt, Wren rose from the chair, her limbs moving with rigid precision as she followed Edith out of the tent. She winced, frustration welling in her chest. Edith was right. Even if Wren wanted to attempt an escape, her efforts would be futile.

			Wren glared down at the silver band fused around her wrist.

			It had appeared the first morning, right when Wren had awoken after her initial round of torture. A security cuff, according to Edith. Forged by the metalworkers in the encampment, the metal cuff was imbued with magic that prevented Wren from crossing the perimeter of the Demien Order encampment.

			As Wren walked out of the tent and exited the dark tunnel that led to the heart of the cavern, she stumbled upon a chaotic scene. A crowd had formed, a congregation of Demiens staring at something emerging from the other side of the cavern. Wren craned her neck, desperate to get a better look, but her vision was blocked by the dozens upon dozens of Demiens crammed into the space around her.

			But then the crowd shifted…and a figure emerged.

			Tall, broad shoulders cloaked in shadows. Dark, disheveled curls. Eyes forged from steel and ice.

			The realization hit her like a shotgun straight to the heart.

			It’s him.

			August stepped forward, parting the crowd with nothing but his presence, his steps slow and methodical. And despite what had happened to her, despite the torture and pain and confusion, Wren couldn’t help but break out into a smile.

			Ever since she’d been taken to the Demien Order, Wren had tried desperately to push August out of her mind. To pretend he had never even existed. But still…the memory of him had haunted her.

			The past few weeks had been agonizing. Every time she was alone, every time she closed her eyes…there she was—back in the Ether. The image of August crawling to her, writhing in pain, screaming, was seared into her memory. She could still hear the truth he had struggled to tell her through bouts of pain: how he had been assigned to get close to her, how their entire relationship, from the very beginning, had been carefully orchestrated by the Demien Order.

			And now he was here.

			But he wasn’t alone.

			Shadows.

			As August stalked forward, a halo of shadows trailed after him, clinging to him like hungry parasites. They traveled up and down his limbs, coating the very ground he walked on. His white shirt was partially unbuttoned, torn and shredded, that same ravenous darkness running beneath his skin, a steady stream of shadows slinking up and down his veins.

			No.

			Wren’s smile fell.

			Whatever brief joy she had felt at seeing him again was immediately squashed by the sight of him shrouded in shadows. Because if August could access shadow magic, that could only mean one thing.

			Wren sucked in a breath.

			He’s given up his humanity.

			“Augustine,” Edith called out to her brother, her voice eerily steady given the
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