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Ophelia

         
         There are invisible ties binding us, thin as spiderweb but stronger than steel. To have a connection like that with someone,
            there aren’t two people, but one. Two bodies, one soul. Wherever my sister is, the tug of that force connects us. Serena is
            only on the other side of the orphanage, but she might as well be locked behind fortress walls. I can feel her calling me.
            For months now, they’ve kept me from her, unable to reach the other end of that thread. Tonight, though, I’ll swallow my fear
            and do the impossible.
         

         
         My fingers shake and I breathe in deeply, forcing them to still. Squeezing my eyes closed, I listen to the rain pattering
            on the dormitory’s roof. All day it’s tapped against the windowpanes, visiting today on my birthday as it has for sixteen
            years. Every year, it’s like an old friend returning to stir the pool of water splashing within my chest. That pool is always
            there, rippling gently, but today, it’s more alive somehow. Deeper. A single raindrop falls through a crack in the lofted
            ceiling and, for a moment, it hangs suspended above me.
         

         
         Tick . . . tick . . . tick . . .

         
         The grandfather clock breaks my focus. The raindrop falls and strikes my cheek, splattering me with cold. Shivers ripple up
            my arms and legs. All I have is a threadbare blanket, the rough gray wool scratchy against my skin. It’s no use against the
            damp chill clinging to the air, yearning to burrow beneath my skin and nest there forever. Breath hisses in the darkness as
            the dozen girls in my dormitory snore, sleeping more soundly than I’ve ever been able to. I barely dare to breathe lest I
            wake them. One wrong twitch, one squeal of rusty bedsprings, and I’ll be caught.
         

         
         Even the thought is terrifying. As I lie here in the quiet, my palms grow slick with cold, prickling sweat. I’m too aware
            of every small sound—the whisper of gathering wind outside the windows, the screech of leaves scratching glass, the warped
            beams moaning, the plaster moldings on the walls cracking. And closer, beside my bed, the skitter of a mouse sneaking along
            uneven floorboards. A familiar face. On sleepless nights she creeps out, my little friend, whiskers wiggling as she scavenges
            for crumbs. I like to think she knows me, always stopping by my bed to watch me with clever round eyes.
         

         
         Growing up here has taught me the most important lesson a mouse must learn in a house full of cats: Don’t squeak. Crying,
            talking back, sneaking food from the dining hall, stepping even one pinky toe out of line only results in bruises. Giving
            the matrons any reason to notice me is sure to end in smacks from rulers or the sharp pinch of nails. All those punishments
            pale in comparison to what the night matron will do if I’m caught out of bed at this hour.
         

         
         Tonight, though, it’s worth the risk.

         
         Tick . . . tick . . . tick . . .

         
         I count the ticking of the clock and the beating of my heart. Waiting. Every second seems to grow longer and longer. Eternal. The more my breath grows shallow and my palms slick, the more the rushing current in my veins surges, ready to flood out of me and wash away every drop of fear. 

         
         Midnight is my only chance to reach Serena, when the sound of my footsteps will be covered by the chiming clock.

         
         Bong.

         
         The clang splits the air. I’ve been waiting for this moment all night, and now that it’s here I don’t dare move. I don’t even
            dare breathe.
         

         
         Finally, mercifully, the clock tolls again, loud enough to echo through the entire orphanage. On the third chime, I fling
            back my flimsy covers. For a moment, they billow, ghostly, in the moonlight streaming through the window. I hang my head over
            the side of my bed. As a child, I believed in monsters, sharp-toothed creatures waiting to grab my feet and drag me into the
            dark. But my years here have taught me monsters don’t hide under the bed. They hide in plain sight.
         

         
         After all, there’s no place to hide anything in the dormitory, no privacy. We have open shelves rather than drawers, no doors
            on the bathrooms, no curtains on the showers. The matrons can search our meager possessions with a glance and no one steals
            anything because none of us have anything worth stealing. But there is one spot, dead center underneath the bed, where no
            one can see.
         

         
         It’s dark under the bed, but when I push away the limp gold curtain of my hair, it’s there.

         
         It’s still perfect.

         
         The cupcake is topped with fluffy pink frosting and sprinkled with silver sparkles. The warm vanilla scent brings back a rush
            of fuzzy memories—images of a time before frigid orphanages. A time of candles and warm hearths, memories that slip through
            my fingers like smoke.
         

         
         Bong.

         
         The fourth toll rings through the orphanage, and I don’t dare waste any more time on ghosts of memories. Under cover of the
            clock chimes, I scoop up the cupcake, holding it gingerly so I don’t crush it. The squeak of bedsprings as I roll off is lost
            in the clock’s echoing din. I freeze, listening with my head cocked. Tonight, I can’t be a mouse. I’m a fox. The night matron
            is on patrol, lurking, beady eyes searching the darkness. But I have to get to the East Wing, where they’re keeping Serena
            locked up like a prisoner with all the other “troubled” girls.
         

         
         On the fifth ring I dash between twin rows of sleeping girls, my nightgown tangling between my legs as I hurry on bare tiptoes
            across the wooden floor. In the silent heartbeat between each ring, I freeze, running again when the sound muffles my steps.
            I make it out of the dormitory and down the narrow hallway. The walls seem to squeeze in on me, paneled in dark wood with
            twisting patterns in the grain forming leering faces.
         

         
         They watch me now, those faces. I’m so close, but the museum still lies between me and my sister. Its rooms once housed the library and ballroom, a parlor and a dining hall. Places once full of life and knowledge and light, long ago when this place was a proper mansion. Now the rooms separating the West Wing from the East might as well be full of ghosts. Once-bright oil paintings have faded to sepia, enormous vases that never hold flowers sit in the corners, rusty suits of armor cast shadows on the floor like phantoms waiting to raise their swords and slay me. I pick at the skin around my thumbnail. We’re not allowed in the museum except to clean. To keep it pristine for visitors who see polished antiques, crystal clear glass, and shining brass hardware, rather than girls who work their fingers raw to keep everything spotless. 

         
         I long to linger in the shadows, watching, listening, judging if the way is safe. I don’t have long, though. Taking a shuddering
            breath, I wait for the next chime and run through the shadows. I force myself not to look at the wingback chairs poised like
            serpents waiting to strike or the antique dolls demonically smiling. They reach for me, whispering my name on the wind: Ophelia, Ophelia.

         
         When the chime fades, I skid to a stop, panting. I’m nearly to the East Wing, and I have only a moment to take in the low
            fire burning in a hearth to my right. A high-backed chair stands before it. My heart thunders in my ears as the eighth chime
            sounds, but I freeze. There’s someone in the chair, unmoving, face hidden in the darkness.
         

         
         The night matron.

         
         My legs tremble until I fear they’ll give out, and I clap my hand over my mouth to stifle my shaking breath. I wait for her
            to lurch up and strike me, and I clutch the cupcake so tightly it starts to crumple. The blow never arrives. Instead, a low
            guttural sound echoes through the museum. I clamp my hand tighter over my lips to hold in the laugh burbling to the surface
            as I make out her form, sprawled comfortably with her mouth hanging open. Snoring.
         

         
         Leaving the sleeping matron behind, I reach the East Wing door on the next chime and slip inside. I hold my breath as the door snicks shut under cover of the final chimes. A shudder racks my body in the dark hall, silence seeping into my skin. As my eyes adjust, I half feel my way forward. In all my years here, I’ve never been in the East Wing before. There are so many doors, all closed, and I have no idea which one is Serena’s dormitory. I trail my hand along the wall, letting my fingers play over every chilly brass doorknob. The invisible thread in my chest gives a tug and pulls me up short. I’m close. I step back to the door I just passed and touch the doorknob. Something yanks on that tether again. This has to be the one. Biting my lip, I turn the knob painfully slowly so it doesn’t creak, and step inside. 

         
         The dormitory is dark, save for the pale streaks of moonlight striping the floor through the swaying curtains at the far end.
            The rain has stopped, but tree branches still scrape against the rows of windows on either side of the room. It’s nearly identical
            to my own dormitory in the West Wing, except for the aching sense of dread churning in my stomach.
         

         
         No one wants to be in this orphanage at all, but the East Wing girls . . . they’re different. They’re kept here, for their
            own safety and for ours. At least, that’s what the matrons claim. Serena isn’t dangerous, though. She’s not a criminal or
            a monster. She doesn’t belong here.
         

         
         When I don’t see her right away, my heart swan dives into my stomach. Moving her to the East Wing was bad enough; what if
            they got rid of her altogether? Maybe she pushed them too far and they sent her to another orphanage, or worse. I slink between
            the beds, checking every sleeping face. I recognize some, girls who were in the West Wing before they were sent here. At the
            end of the row, familiar dark hair splays across a white pillow like spilled ink. The knot between my shoulders loosens and
            my heartbeat steadies. Her chest rises and falls in a slow, steady pattern, and the scowl usually stamped across her face
            is relaxed in sleep.
         

         
         Of course they put her in the very last bed, the one nearest the window, closest to the draft and the scrape of branches trying to claw their way inside. It should be a bed for the worst girls, the ones who spit vitriol through pearly smiles, who steal dessert from the littlest orphans, who know how to make others feel small and hurt without leaving bruises. 

         
         “Serena,” I breathe.

         
         Her eyes snap open, instantly alert. A surge of panic radiates from her, then stills when she sees me. Green irises like dark
            woodland ponds meet mine. They’re so unlike my own blue ones, though the shape is the same as the ones I see in the cloudy
            bathroom mirror every day: large, round eyes that tilt with mischief at the corners.
         

         
         “Ophelia?” Her fingers circle my wrist, squeezing like she’s trying to make sure I’m real. I smile, and then she’s smiling
            back with the same wide, full mouth that curls at the corners even when she’s furious. She tugs me down into a tight hug,
            which I struggle to return one-armed while concealing my surprise behind my back.
         

         
         When she pulls away, Serena’s smile fades into a scowl. “You’re not supposed to be here. You’ll get in trouble.”

         
         I bite back my retort that getting caught might not be so bad if they put me here in the East Wing as punishment. At least
            we’d be together again.
         

         
         Instead, I bring out the cupcake and Serena gasps, all admonishment gone. “Where did you get that?” It’s a little squashed,
            the icing applied in an imperfect swirl, but to us it’s perfect. “Quick, get in before somebody sees.” She throws back the
            coverlet and I crawl onto the bed beside her. We sit knee to knee, making a tent out of the blanket with our bodies. Under
            here, we’re as close as we were inside the womb. My limbs loosen, tension melting away like I’m made whole again when we’re
            together.
         

         
         “I had kitchen duty,” I say. “Cook made these for the board’s visit.” The board members come in occasionally for photo ops, posing with the most photogenic orphans before making another tax write-off donation. 

         
         Serena frowns at me, brow furrowing. “Won’t they know you took one?”

         
         “Cook made a baker’s dozen. The matrons will never know. And I found the candle in the trash after Cook’s birthday a few months
            ago. I hid it in a crack between the floorboards under my bed.”
         

         
         “But I didn’t get you anything yesterday for yours,” Serena says.

         
         “It’s for both of us.” I nudge her knee with my own. We always celebrate together, even though we were technically born on different days. Twins, born on either side of midnight. I hold the candle out to her. “Will you light it?”
         

         
         Serena bites her lip, considering, as she stares at the unlit wick with a hollow gaze. I sense the churning reluctance flowing
            through her, holding her back. Fear of getting caught, not for her own sake—never for her own sake—but for mine. It might
            be risky, but Serena deserves a proper birthday wish. We both do.
         

         
         She runs her fingers through a strand of night-dark hair and sighs. “Okay. I’ll try.”

         
         I press the candle into her hand. We sit together in the darkness, waiting. Concentration twists her face as she stares at
            the charred wick. Then her hair lifts, full of static. The hair on her arms stands on end and buzzing fills my ears like a
            fly at the windowpane, a crackling electric sizzle until a flame jumps to life. It’s tiny and pale gold, but it flickers and
            illuminates the fort we’ve made beneath the blanket.
         

         
         I gasp. “You’re amazing.” Her answering smile glows brighter than the flame. Our heads bend over the candle, our hair hanging
            down and mingling, gold mixed with black. Light and dark, forever intertwined.
         

         
         “Happy birthday to you,” I sing in a whisper.

         
         “Happy birthday to you,” Serena answers in a thick, broken voice.

         
         “Happy birthday, dear us,” we sing together.

         
         “Make a wish,” I say, my breath making the candle flicker.

         
         She winces. “You know what I wish. But it’s impossible.”

         
         “Wish it anyway, just in case.”

         
         Serena purses her lips and blows out the candle. Smoke curls in thin wisps between us. Then she gives a sly smile as the candle
            relights with less effort this time.
         

         
         I breathe in, ready to make my own wish, but the blanket rips away from us and the flame winks out. Cold air hits my skin
            and chills lick up my spine, tickling the back of my neck. Serena’s jaw tightens and she hisses not with fear but fury. I
            force myself to turn, to face the woman standing at the foot of the bed. Lead sinks in my stomach—I should have sensed her
            coming.
         

         
         The night matron.

         
         She looms over us with eyes as piercing and golden as a hawk who’s found its prey. Two little field mice, shaking the grass.

         
         “Caught you,” she rasps.
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Serena

         
         The cupcake topples out of my hand, streaking fluffy pink frosting across the dusty floorboards.

         
         The matron cocks her head like she’s snared a mouse in a trap. But I’m not a mouse—I’m a snake. My muscles coil tight, ready
            to strike. To defend my sister. She folds herself against my side and trembles hard enough to shake the bed.
         

         
         “I told you to stay away from her,” the matron snarls at Ophelia. Like I’m poison. A danger to my own sister. To everyone.
            Buzzing hums in my head, constant and incessant, pounding against the inside of my skull.
         

         
         I grab Ophelia’s hand. Her fingers are too frail, too frigid. “It’s not her fault,” I say as I swallow hard against the steady
            drone in my mind. She’s only here tonight to see me. The months we’ve spent apart have felt like an eternity. There’s been
            a gaping hole in my chest, and now that missing piece has finally slotted into place. It should have been a comfort, but instead
            her eyes meet mine, wide with terror, and I can’t breathe.
         

         
         The matron seizes Ophelia by the elbow and hauls her off the bed like she weighs no more than a rag doll. I hold on to her, even as the matron’s yanking makes the small muscles in my wrist yelp in pain. I won’t let them keep us apart anymore. 

         
         Crack.

         
         I hear the blow before I feel it. The matron’s stinging slap is hard enough that my hand rips from Ophelia’s. Rusty mattress
            springs creak and my temple slams into the metal bed frame. Pain lances through my head as I fight against the stars that
            swim in my vision, blurring the rafters high above. I grit my teeth, force the world back into focus. She can’t take Ophelia.
            I won’t let her. I roll off the bed, the frozen floorboards biting into the soles of my bare feet. Dust and dirt stick to
            my skin, rubbing between my toes.
         

         
         The other girls stir now, watching groggily with mussed hair and open mouths, but I don’t care. I can’t look away from the
            matron. Standing in the aisle with my bed separating us, she clutches Ophelia against her.
         

         
         “Leave her alone,” I say. The matron clamps a hand over Ophelia’s mouth to stop her screaming, though it doesn’t keep the
            tears from streaming silently down her cheeks.
         

         
         “Take a good long look,” the matron says. Ophelia thrashes, long golden hair falling in tangled wisps around her face. Still,
            the matron holds her firmly. “Because you’re never going to see your sister again.”
         

         
         The childlike whimper that breaks free of Ophelia’s lips cracks something in my chest. Her red-rimmed eyes frantically scan
            the room with a terror she doesn’t deserve. And neither do I. Not one of these girls, huddled on the rows of beds beneath
            threadbare blankets, deserves what they’ve done to us. What they will never stop doing to us if I don’t get out of this place.
         

         
         Sparks crackle in my veins, burning and pressing beneath my skin. Magic howls at me to let it out, but I don’t know how. With a pop, the round light bulbs hanging overhead pulse to life. 

         
         “Let her go.” Still, the heat in my chest surges, pressure building and building. Threatening to burst out of me. Or swallow
            me whole. Overhead, the golden lights flicker, casting shadows across the matron’s wrinkled face.
         

         
         “I do not take orders from nasty, insubordinate girls.” The matron’s lips twist in a sick imitation of a smile.

         
         I dare a step toward them, the humming in my head growing louder by the second. I push back against it, and pop. One of the bulbs shatters. The light fizzles and blinks out. One by one, the twin rows of bulbs explode. Pop, pop, pop. Sparks and shards of glass erupt, showering around us in a storm of razor-sharp raindrops.
         

         
         I shield my face from the flashes of light and bits of glass, but . . . did I do that? The sparks in my chest grow hotter,
            the kernel of magic that has always existed there starting to wake, so much greater and wilder than the measly flickering
            flames I’ve been able to conjure since childhood.
         

         
         Shrieking fills the room as the other girls cover their heads with their hands. The matron doesn’t stop them when they rush
            out. They push and shove, fighting their way to the door. To get away from the real monster—me.
         

         
         Good.

         
         Let them be afraid of me.

         
         Maybe the matron is right. Maybe I’m a poison, a danger, a curse. Well, if I’m a curse, she’s the one I’ll hex. Tonight, I
            wished for one thing—me and my sister together, anywhere but here. This might be my chance to make that wish come true.
         

         
         I don’t know what to do with the lightning beneath my skin, but it’s too hot. Burning my insides. I have to get it out before it roasts me alive. The buzzing in my head grows to a roar I can’t think around. 

         
         Something white-hot bursts from the electrical sockets on the walls. Flames. My fingers curl into sweaty fists. My breath
            wavers like the plumes of smoke rising at the edges of the room. The matron stumbles backward, pulling Ophelia with her. For
            a moment, her gaze flicks to my fingertips, like she can see the heat there, begging me to let it burn the whole world to
            the ground.
         

         
         Her face blanches.

         
         “Let Ophelia go.” I only want my sister. No one else has to get caught in the crosshairs, and even after all the matron has
            done, I don’t want to hurt her. The matron doesn’t loosen her grip. Instead, a slow, sickly sweet smile creeps across her
            face. Her hoarse laugh scrapes along my skin and I shudder at the shiver rippling up my arms. Through her smile, I swear I
            catch a glimpse of pointed teeth. I rub my eye with the heel of my hand. Am I seeing things?
         

         
         My chest grows too tight, my heart slamming itself against my ribs like it can escape and fly free. Pressure builds in my
            veins, squeezing until I can’t breathe. Out, out, out, it seems to wail. I don’t know how, though, and even if I did, the matron is using Ophelia as a shield.
         

         
         I meet Ophelia’s eyes and beg her to understand what I’m asking. She has to fight. And as always, Ophelia understands, like
            she can read my mind. The matron curses and jerks her hand away from Ophelia’s mouth. Blood stains Ophelia’s lips from using
            the only weapon she has.
         

         
         Her teeth.

         
         The matron swears and flings her with inhuman strength. Ophelia’s feet lift off the ground and then she’s hurtling across
            the room. Before I can muster a scream, she crashes into the wall behind my bed and slides to the floor with a high whine.
         

         
         “No!” I shout, far too late. I grab hold of every scrap of electricity cracking in my veins and shove my hands forward like I can force it out of me. A thin streak of lightning shoots from my fingertips, energy bursting out of me and releasing some of the pressure building beneath my sternum. The bolt slams into the matron’s chest and throws her roughly backward. She hurtles through the air, landing in a heap by the door. 

         
         When she doesn’t rise, I rush to Ophelia’s side. Please be okay, please be okay, I beg silently. I fall to the floor beside her, ignoring the stinging shards of glass digging into my knees. Acrid flames
            spread along the walls. The fire reaches scarlet fingers toward her, so I heft her bony shoulders beneath my hands and drag
            her away from them.
         

         
         I brush wisps of hair from her face, and they open. A sob of relief bursts from my throat.

         
         Blood dribbles from shallow cuts on her palms and forearms where her paper-thin skin has been split by landing in broken glass,
            but she seems otherwise all right. I take her hands and help her rise to her knees. “We have to go,” I say.
         

         
         Tendrils of fire creep up the old wood-paneled walls and drops of sweat bead on my brow. Ophelia coughs from the thick smoke
            already burning my nose. I pull her to her feet when glass crunches behind me and the hair on the back of my neck prickles.
         

         
         Not with sweat—someone’s watching.

         
         Ophelia’s eyes go wide, fixated on something over my shoulder. Dread sinks like a stone in my stomach. When I turn, the matron
            is standing, like the blow that crumpled her moments ago had no effect on her.
         

         
         Color leeches from her mousy brown hair, strand after strand going white. Her pupils grow until they gobble up the whites of her eyes. Until they are nothing but black pits, so dark and deep they threaten to devour every ounce of light in the room. What’s happening to her? I stagger back a step, away from the monster standing before me. She stands to her full height, several inches taller than the matron ever stood. Her hair is ice white, and she would have been beautiful if it weren’t for the soulless black voids of her eyes, her lips pulled back into a smile of pointed teeth, sharp as daggers. 

         
         “Who are you?” I breathe. Or rather, what are you?
         

         
         “Give in to your emotions, Serena,” she says in the matron’s gravelly voice, as if I’m a wild animal she can coax into submission.
            I blink rapidly, trying to drive the dark creature from my vision, but it’s no trick of the eye. Her sharp-tipped claws glint
            in the firelight.
         

         
         I step sideways to keep Ophelia behind me. “Let us go.”

         
         The flames inch higher now, climbing the walls like the vines on the orphanage’s ancient stone facade. They hiss and crackle,
            rabid wolves snapping their jaws. How long will it be until they clamp down on my neck?
         

         
         “Harness your anger,” the matron says.

         
         “Shut up.” The buzzing, the smoke, the flames both inside and out, they’re all squeezing in on me.

         
         “Let it fill you.”

         
         “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” I don’t know what she’s talking about. I only know I have to get us as far from this place as
            possible.
         

         
         This time, when magic sizzles in my veins, I know what to do with it.

         
         I feed it.

         
         I give it every drop of fear, anger, and emptiness in my dusty soul until it explodes out of my fingers in a lightning strike
            heading straight for the matron.
         

         
         She steps sideways. The lightning whizzes past her and hits the wall with a sharp buzz. The matron shakes her head, silky white locks swaying. 

         
         Ophelia slinks farther behind me. “Run,” I growl.

         
         “I’m not leaving you,” she says, even as her voice breaks.

         
         Now isn’t the time to be brave. I have this power surging through my blood. She has nothing but a nightgown and her own wits.
            “I’ll be right behind you.”
         

         
         I just need to hold the matron off and buy Ophelia time to get past her. The flames are devouring the floorboards now, extending
            hungry fingers for the rows of beds, racing to engulf the already rotting rafter beams.
         

         
         I try again, shooting another bolt of electricity that hits a wide beam overhead instead. There’s not a hint of fear in the
            matron’s unblinking dark gaze. “Keep trying all you want.” She throws her arms out wide. “You don’t have enough control to
            fight me.”
         

         
         My blood boils in the pit of my stomach, and I force all the heat from my body out in sharp zaps. The blinding lightning bursts
            from me in an electrical storm that sears the air on every side of me until the matron cackles through pointed teeth. With
            every flash, my insides grow hotter, not just from the blaze threatening to overwhelm the room, but from somewhere deep within.
         

         
         Not one of my shots lands. The matron is right: I don’t know how to control my aim. “Go!” I yell again, and this time Ophelia
            listens. She takes off on wobbling legs along the row of empty beds, leaping over flames. I expect the matron to go after
            her, but she keeps her soulless, unblinking eyes on me.
         

         
         “You’re almost there, Serena,” the matron says.

         
         What does she want from me? I don’t want this lightning in my veins, the entire world going up in smoke around me. And yet
            she stands there smiling with those awful razor-sharp teeth.
         

         
         Ophelia is almost to the door, right behind the matron, when the moan of splintering wood splits the air like a gunshot. I throw myself sideways just before a beam crashes down in a rain of ash and smoke. It smashes through the floor where I was standing mere moments ago. The building’s ancient bones shudder and groan as the beam plummets through the level below and hits the ground two floors below us. My knees sting, ripped open where I’ve fallen. Something sticky and warm prickles down my shin but I haul myself to my feet. 

         
         A gaping hole separates me from Ophelia and the matron. My vision swims as I peer down through it. The floor is so far below
            that my stomach plummets. There’s no way out on this side of the bedroom—I’m stuck here between the wall and the drop.
         

         
         “Go,” I bark through a hacking cough, but the matron seizes Ophelia’s arm and yanks her toward the hole.

         
         “Want her back?” The matron’s long, sharp nails dig into Ophelia’s arms. Ophelia winces as blood blooms and rushes down her
            pale skin.
         

         
         “Don’t you dare hurt her.”

         
         Ophelia bites her lower lip, trying not to whimper. Her face is flushed and sweaty, and she stumbles as the matron pushes
            her toward the massive hole in the floor. She digs in her heels, but the matron lifts her with ease and dangles her by one
            bleeding arm over the dizzying drop. Ophelia goes deathly still, hanging limp over the precipice. I can feel her fear, the
            certainty that the smallest movement will send her careening to her end.
         

         
         “Please don’t.” The hoarse words barely come out of my cracked lips. I don’t know if my voice breaks from the smoke or from
            the fear sliding through my stomach. The sweat slicking every inch of my skin is from more than the unbearable heat. “Please.”

         
         I’ll get us out of this somehow. I’m supposed to protect her, but now . . . I can’t reach her. I’m too far, too weak, too helpless. There’s nothing between her and the floor except open air, and I’m trapped. Hot tears press behind my eyes, but I blink them back. What good is this pit of crackling embers inside me if I’m not even strong enough to save my own sister? 

         
         “I told you that you would never see her again,” the matron says. “You never were a good listener.”

         
         The matron lets go, and for a moment, Ophelia hangs in the air, wide eyes locked on mine.

         
         Then she plummets.

         
         “Ophelia!” I shout.

         
         I barely hear her terrified scream over the roaring in my ears. I squeeze my eyes shut, not wanting to hear the crunch of
            bones, but I can’t hear anything over the snapping flames and the humming, buzzing, zapping that won’t leave my head.
         

         
         “What have you done?” I clutch at my chest, trying to keep the pieces of myself from shattering, but nothing can stop the
            pain tearing at every inch of my skin until I can’t breathe. I stop fighting the flames. I can’t hold on to them any longer,
            so I let them smother and choke me until I sink into the magic that’s always been there, curled up, asleep.
         

         
         I unleash myself.

         
         White light bursts from my body, engulfing the dormitory in a radiant flash.

         
         I drop down and down and down into a well of molten lava within myself I never knew existed. Warmth floods through me and every inch of my skin tingles with power. I’m a living firebolt, and the sparks crackling in my veins aren’t burning me alive. They’re protecting me. They’re mine to wield, to bend to my will, to make this monster pay. I thought the magic I knew for sixteen years, magic to light candles and make the fire burn just a little brighter, was all I had, but it is nothing compared to what’s awoken inside me now, in the way a distant thunderclap can’t compare to a lightning storm. 

         
         As the white light fades, the electrical storm pulses through me and this time when lightning rises to my fingertips, it obeys
            me. It pounds into the matron’s stomach and sends her sprawling backward. My chest rises and falls in shallow pants.
         

         
         “Very good, Serena,” the matron croons as she staggers upright, licking her lips like she wants to sink her teeth into my
            flesh. “All that power, and now it’s my turn for a taste.”
         

         
         A shudder racks my body. Power flows through me, vibrating through my bones, tasting of burnt sugar on my tongue. It doesn’t
            matter if she wants to kill or consume me. None of it matters.
         

         
         I was too late.

         
         My throat aches from the thick smoke choking the air as I rush to the edge of the drop. I don’t want to look. I don’t want
            to see her broken and bleeding on the floor. I have to, though—she would look if it were me. She didn’t leave me when we were
            separated by only a building. I owe it to her not to leave her in death.
         

         
         Gritting my teeth, I peer over the edge of the broken floorboards, and my thundering heart stumbles. Where there should be
            a shattered girl on the ground, there’s nothing.
         

         
         “Ophelia!”

         
         The matron laughs. I lift my head to find her black pits of eyes on me. “What have you done with my sister?” I hiss.

         
         The well inside my chest opens up, and I let every ounce of heat barrel through my body until sparks burn my palms and singe
            my fingertips.
         

         
         If this orphanage burns to the ground, I’m going to make damn sure she burns with it.
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Ophelia

         
         The world is engulfed in flame. Smoke stings my eyes, sweat runs in rivulets down my skin, and the floor . . . the floor is
            so terribly far below. Nothing but open air separates me from certain death.
         

         
         My stomach lurches as the matron holds me with inhuman strength above the hole in the floorboards. Sharp claws dig into my
            skin. Is this a nightmare? The matron transformed into a monster, a creature with talons and fangs. I dare not squirm for
            fear of the dizzying drop, but I can’t help how my pulse races in my throat and my arms and legs tremble, trying to find something
            to grab onto to keep me from the ground below.
         

         
         “Serena,” I try to say, but no sound comes out. I meet her eyes, finding none of her determination, her fire, her certainty.
            Only cold terror.
         

         
         She can’t save me.

         
         If these are my last moments, I should give her some pretty speech about sisterhood. I should tell her I forgive her for not being able to help me. But as the matron releases me, my limbs flail helplessly like they might sprout into wings and carry me away. My heart flies into my throat and I drop. I squeeze my eyes shut tight against the floor racing toward me, waiting for the impact that’s sure to come in three . . . two . . . one. . . .

         
         The ground never comes.

         
         I pry my eyes open. I’m hovering mere feet from the floor, suspended in the air. A girl my age stands with her hands outstretched
            toward me. She’s not from the orphanage, not even from the East Wing. She’s dressed in a red-and-black plaid skirt and red
            turtleneck, not a uniform white nightgown, and her eyes are sharp and determined rather than hollow. Her long hair is a brilliant,
            burnished copper, save for one stark white streak. She flicks her fingers and I drop the remaining distance to the ground.
            My elbows bark in pain as I hit the hard floor.
         

         
         My hands and arms slip in the ash coating the floorboards, and my once-white nightgown is now streaked with charcoal gray.
            Before I can push myself up, the redhead seizes my elbow and hauls me to my feet. She puts a finger to her lips with a quick
            lift of her eyebrows above a hard russet glare. Power radiates from her, like the sparks that erupted from Serena upstairs
            but magnified by a thousand. The magic Serena and I have, this girl has it too. Only, she knows how to wield it. Sweat beads
            on her brow and I can’t hear myself think over the roaring flames above us. I hack a cough so deep I fear my lungs might come
            right up out of my throat. Smoke billows from the hole high above and the mansion’s old wood groans and cracks. It’s only
            a matter of time before another beam collapses and crushes us. Before Serena’s flames engulf everything in sight and swallow
            this place whole. In the distance, the East Wing girls wail, waking the matrons.
         

         
         “Ophelia!” Serena screams from above.

         
         I open my mouth to yell back that I’m here, but the redhead clamps a calloused hand over my lips. The air pops, and a girl
            with tawny brown skin, almond eyes, and jet-black hair scraped into a sloppy ponytail appears out of thin air beside me. Like
            the redhead, there’s one white streak in her hair. The redhead’s hand over my mouth hides my astonished squeak. Am I dead?
            Is this a hallucination and I’m broken on the ground, my bones devoured by flames?
         

         
         I squirm against the redhead’s iron grip until she lets me go. “We have to get my sister.”

         
         She glares at me. “I think you mean, ‘thank you for saving my ass.’ ”

         
         “Who are you?” I don’t know why they’re here, but I believe the little voice inside my head that tells me I can trust them.
            Some part of my magic has always been able to read emotion and intent better than words.
         

         
         “I’m Leo, this is Sagittarius,” says the redhead. “Now shut up and let us do our job.”

         
         Sagittarius lunges between us and grabs each of our arms. The air pushes against my bones, like I’m being squeezed through
            space and time, until I’m no longer standing beneath the hole in the floor. Heat still kisses my skin, but it isn’t as present.
            The smoke no longer claws its way down my throat. I wrap my arms around myself as my stomach roils and my knees wobble. I’m
            standing in the dining hall among rows of long empty wooden tables, but my insides feel like they’ve been ripped out and then
            stuffed back into my body. I suck down breath after breath of cleaner air, though it won’t be long until the fire reaches
            us here on the opposite side of the orphanage.
         

         
         Sagittarius smirks as I sway on my feet. “You get used to it.”

         
         “My sister,” I plead. “We can’t leave her in there.”

         
         Leo inclines her head to Sagittarius like this is a game. How can she be so nonchalant? “Sag will get your sister, but for the love of God, stop whining.” 

         
         Sagittarius disappears again, blinking away so quickly I wonder if she’d been here at all. In the distance, sirens wail, growing
            closer and closer to the orphanage. Girls scream, their voices moving farther and farther from the building. Once they’re
            all safely outside, will anyone notice Serena and I are missing?
         

         
         When Sagittarius slips back through the fabric of reality to my side, Serena is slumped in her arms. I stifle a cry of relief
            and pull her to me, clutching her by the shoulders as I scan her sweaty, soot-stained face. She leans limply against my shoulder,
            eyes glazed with exhaustion, but she whispers my name.
         

         
         “It’s okay.” I use all my strength to hold her upright. “We’re okay.”

         
         Leo glances at Sagittarius, who is staring at the ceiling, lips moving wordlessly like she’s calculating.

         
         “Grab and go?” says Leo. Something in her fingers glints in the darkness—a dagger. Sagittarius nods. She bounces on the balls
            of her feet, ready for whatever they’re about to do, brave in a way I fear I’ll never be.
         

         
         Sagittarius blows out a long sigh, and this time when she pops in and out of the air, it’s with mere seconds in between. She returns with her arms wrapped around the squirming matron’s chest. The matron snarls, tossing her pure white hair, and drives her elbow backward into Sagittarius’s stomach. Sagittarius yelps as she releases her grip on the matron and stumbles back. The matron whirls on her, but Leo makes an artful swirl of her hands, blade flashing with the motion, and stops the matron in her tracks. The matron thrashes but can’t break free of Leo’s invisible hold. She’s trapped in place. Whatever power Leo possesses to control the world with her mind, she’s able to snare the matron like it’s easy. 

         
         Sagittarius’s chest heaves as she retreats to Leo’s side, brushing stray strands of dark hair out of her face where they’ve
            escaped her ponytail. “Nice work,” Leo says with a swift nod, and I realize that retrieving Serena was only practice. To make
            sure she knew the exact place inside the East Wing to land; to calculate how quickly she could get in and out of the dormitory
            and grab the matron.
         

         
         The matron hisses through pointed teeth and I cringe backward, but Leo laughs.

         
         “Not so tough now, are you, old lady?”

         
         “You’ll regret this,” the matron growls. I can’t bear to look into her empty eyes, but I don’t dare look away. Not when Serena
            is so vulnerable, barely able to hold herself up and ease off my shoulder. Leo and Sagittarius seem powerful, but they’re
            all that stands between us and that creature.
         

         
         “What is she?” I ask, because I’m certain now that the question is not who but what. That’s not the night matron.
         

         
         “She’s a Dark Witch,” says Sagittarius. Her eyes never leave the monster ensnared in an invisible trap before us. “A Gemini.
            There’s no telling how long she’s been using her shape-shifting powers to impersonate your matron.”
         

         
         Dark Witch. “What does that mean?”
         

         
         “Later,” says Sagittarius.

         
         I bite back my slew of questions. What’s a Dark Witch? Why is she here? And what does she want with me? With . . .

         
         “What do you want with my sister?” I blurt, stepping away from Serena, who no longer needs my support to stand. My sudden bravery feels foolish, and I grit my teeth to fight the need to shrink back, to stand behind my sister like I usually do. 

         
         The witch cocks her head, and a shudder racks my shoulders, but I don’t back down. “Your sister has power. I could taste it
            before, but now that she’s Awoken?” She licks her lips with a low moan.
         

         
         I shudder, and Leo cuts me a glare. “Ignore her,” she snaps. “Where are they?”

         
         The witch spits onto the dusty floorboards. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

         
         “Don’t lie to me,” says Leo. “You know exactly who we’re talking about. Stop pretending, and tell us where our friends are.”

         
         “It doesn’t matter. She has them—you’ll never see them again.”

         
         Leo bristles and surges forward, but Sagittarius grabs her elbow and pulls her up short. Whoever the Dark Witch took, whoever
            she hurt, they were clearly important enough that these girls would risk their lives against a deadly witch to find out even
            the barest scrap of information.
         

         
         “Leave it, Leo,” Sagittarius says. “She’s not Dark Twelve, she’s a rogue. She won’t know anything.”

         
         Leo rolls her shoulders and takes a deep breath. She pulls a second dagger from a holster on her thigh and twirls it alongside
            the first like they’re extensions of her arms. If I could do that, if I were that strong and powerful, no matron would ever
            dare hit me. Serena would never have to save me again.
         

         
         The witch flashes pointed teeth.

         
         “Fine,” says Leo. “Let’s end this, then.” Her daggers levitate and poise in the air on either side of her, razor-sharp defenders.
            The cupboards along the dining room walls bang open and an army of deadly sharp knives shoots out. They hang suspended in
            the air with their glittering points aimed directly at the Dark Witch.
         

         
         The air around the Dark Witch ripples. Her body contracts and contorts until it’s not her standing in front of us but a little girl of no more than seven. Matted blond hair falls just below her shoulders, and she pouts her lower lip. “Please let me go,” she says in a child’s clear voice. 

         
         I blink once. Twice. Shape-shifting, Sagittarius said. How long has she been impersonating the night matron? I shudder. “Leo,
            don’t,” I say. She’s a little girl, or at least she looks like one. Is any of it real? Is she a terrifying monster or a matron
            or a child?
         

         
         Leo doesn’t blink. “No more games.”

         
         The witch’s skin ripples. Her hair grows long and white, and then she’s a Dark Witch again. She bares her teeth at Leo. “Do
            you think I fear death? Death fears me.”
         

         
         “Then let’s terrify it.”

         
         The knives and Leo’s daggers whiz through the air and bury themselves in the witch’s chest. I gasp out a whimper at the sickening
            squelch. Even the witch looks surprised. Staggering, she stares down at the dozen blades protruding from her body, the blood
            pouring down her front, and touches her hand to her chest. Her fingers come away red. She sways and as her mouth tugs up at
            the edges, a scarlet bubble burbles on her lips, and she collapses. I fight the urge to bury my face in Serena’s shoulder.
         

         
         Sagittarius rushes forward and drops to her knees beside the witch, two fingers at her neck. I don’t need to take her pulse
            to know if she’s still alive. The witch’s chest rises in one final great heave. Her gurgling rattle echoes across the dining
            hall, grating at my ears, and then she goes utterly still. Unmoving on the dusty wood floor. Dead.

         
         I force my breathing to steady, but I can’t choke down enough air. My body shakes enough that Serena, starting to regain more color in her face, takes a casual step in front of me, and I gratefully shrink behind her. Who are these girls? They killed someone, actually killed someone. If it weren’t for the blood pouring out of her chest and pooling around her, staining the floor crimson, it would
            be impossible to tell if she was alive or dead from those unseeing eyes.
         

         
         Leo yanks another knife from her belt and stalks toward the body.

         
         Sagittarius turns on Leo. “What the hell are you doing? We need to go.”

         
         Ignoring her, Leo spins the knife, then drives it into the dead witch’s eye. In one sharp twist, she yanks the witch’s eye
            from the socket. It’s nothing but an onyx orb, perched on the end of Leo’s dagger as she frowns at it. It looks like a brutal
            crystal ball that, if I gaze into it long enough, might show me how this night went so horribly wrong.
         

         
         “Cancer might be able to get something from this,” says Leo. She takes a handkerchief from her pocket to wrap the eyeball
            in, and the moment it’s out of sight, my chest loosens. Leo scans me and Serena from head to toe. My skin prickles beneath
            the weight of her fiery gaze and I fight not to slink farther behind Serena, to hide from this girl made of knives and flame.
            “We got what we came for.”
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Serena

         
         My head pounds and my stomach roils with nausea. I squint, trying to make sense of the scene before me. Leo and Sagittarius,
            in their red plaid skirts and knee-high boots, hold fighting stances. Ophelia in her once-white nightgown, now gray with soot.
            The dining hall grows hotter by the second. More smoke floods the room, and I choke on a hacking cough. The building’s foundations
            groan; we need to get out of here. I try not to look at the night matron—the Dark Witch—prone and unmoving on the floor. It’s
            dark enough that I can almost convince myself she’s just a pile of clothes.
         

         
         The buzzing in my skull has lessened, as if the magic is soothed now that I’ve released it from its cage. I scan Ophelia again,
            still unable to believe she’s really in front of me. She’s shaking and red-eyed, but she’s here and I don’t understand how.
            I saw her fall, I saw her . . . I shake away the panic that rises in my chest and makes my breath too shallow. She’s here.
            Alive. That’s all that matters.
         

         
         Leo swishes her red hair over her shoulder, clicks her tongue, and seizes my wrist. I yank away from her. There’s a dead body in front of me and an eyeball in this girl’s pocket, and my entire world is quite literally burning to the ground before my eyes. Who does she think she is, grabbing me? 

         
         “We don’t have time for your little freak-out,” she hisses. “You reek of magic; other Dark Witches will smell you.”

         
         “Give them a second, Leo,” says Sagittarius, although she shifts from foot to foot, fingers twitching like she’s itching to
            leave.
         

         
         Leo whirls on her. “We don’t have a second. I’m not losing anyone else. Not even them.”

         
         Sagittarius sets her jaw firmly, but nods. Her hands twitch, making small motions too quick for me to parse. The air ripples
            and shimmers until I’m looking not at the orphanage but through a door to another world. Before, when she’d moved me, I hadn’t
            had a moment to take in what was going on. I was standing in the burning dormitory, sweat stinging my eyes so badly I could
            hardly keep them open, and then there was a pop and she appeared. She grabbed me and the next thing I knew, the heat of the
            flames disappeared and I ended up here. This time though, it’s like she’s opened a portal. On the other side, there’s a plush
            sitting room with a crackling fireplace.
         

         
         Leo stomps past me and snaps her fingers. “Keep up—we don’t have all day.” She steps through the opening like it’s any other
            doorway.
         

         
         Ophelia catches my hand and the urge to bolt out of the orphanage and into the forest beyond threatens to overtake me. For
            so long, I’ve wanted nothing but to be free of this place. To run, and hide, and never be found. If I run, though, the matrons
            will track us down, and I’d rather face the unknown with these girls than risk going back to the orphanage. And if these strangers
            are right and other Dark Witches can smell us, I can’t put Ophelia in danger like that. So, I step into the portal after Leo,
            pulling Ophelia through after me.
         

         
         Immediately, I’m blissfully warm. The floorboards are smooth beneath my feet and the wood-paneled room is lit by candles and the flames crackling in the fireplace. I run my hand across the back of a red velvet sofa. Where are we? The ground shifts beneath my feet and I shake my head, trying to knock off the strange magic. 

         
         As Sagittarius steps through, I catch a glimpse of the dining hall collapsing. The whole building, that awful place, crumples
            in on itself. I should be sad; the place I’ve known as a home for so many years is nothing but ash and rubble. But it deserves
            to crumble.
         

         
         The portal closes the moment Sagittarius is on the other side. It’s as if the orphanage, the flames, the smoke-filled dining
            hall never existed.
         

         
         Leo sinks into a giant white armchair with a low groan. She places the handkerchief-wrapped eyeball in a gold box on the table
            beside her. What is she going to do with it? My shoulders tighten. Is it a prize? Some sort of memento for a kill? I assess
            the room, keeping Ophelia behind me. Sagittarius sits on a chair across from Leo and kicks her muddy boots onto an ottoman.
            Is this their home?
         

         
         Sagittarius nods at the couch. “Take a seat and stay awhile.”

         
         But what’s awhile? An hour, a day . . . forever? I won’t be a prisoner anywhere else.

         
         I have only a few seconds to decide, but this room is too stifling. The heat from the fire is too much like the orphanage’s
            flames. It bears down on me like the walls might cave in. I don’t know where we are, but Ophelia is my responsibility. I have
            to get her out of here.
         

         
         I grip Ophelia’s hand tighter and take off toward the door. Somewhere behind me, Leo swears colorfully. Flinging the door
            open, I race outside. Cool wet air kisses my face. Something roars and rushes in my ears. Gulls squawk and shriek overhead,
            and mist sends droplets of water spraying onto my cheeks. I don’t make it far before I hit a railing and stop.
         

         
         The endless sea unfurls below me. We’re on a boat.

         
         When the ship beneath me rocks, I almost fall flat on my face, but Ophelia grasps my elbow and keeps me upright. My bare feet slap against the smooth wooden planks of the ship and all around us there is nothing but fog and wind. Salty drops of water cling to my skin like a film. 

         
         There’s water and fog as far as I can see. Nowhere to run. There’s only the wooden deck of the ship and the choppy ocean waves.
            For the first time since Ophelia fell, my heart races. I have no idea where I am or where I’m going. I’m wholly untethered,
            and this thing that broke loose in my chest and sends crackling embers through my veins threatens to burn any possible threat
            to cinders. I brush my hair back from my face and find pale white hair entwined in my fingers. My breath catches in my throat
            as I pull my short hair into my vision. The rest is still dark, but my fingers loop on one white streak. Just like Leo and
            Sagittarius.
         

         
         “Serena, where are we?” Ophelia whispers. Her clammy fingers still cling to my elbow. I open my mouth to tell her the truth:
            I don’t know. The words won’t come out. I’m always supposed to know. I’m supposed to take care of her. And now . . . I don’t
            know.
         

         
         Ophelia’s fingers tremble against my arm and the buzzing in my head starts again. It presses against my skull as my heart
            thunders, fast enough that I can’t get a full breath. Where are we? I shouldn’t have come through the portal. I should have
            run into the woods when I had the chance and left these girls far behind.
         

         
         Just when I think I might stop breathing altogether, a pale-skinned girl in a blue sweater and black trench coat descends the stairs from the top of the deck. Even without her presence, the ship’s steering wheel moves on its own, like it’s controlled by phantom hands. By magic. Her stick-straight brown hair brushes her clavicle, melting into her collar, which is popped up against the wind and the ocean spray. Like the other two, she wears a plaid skirt, black tights, and boots, though her skirt is patterned in shades of blue rather than red. 

         
         Her hazel eyes meet mine without blinking and she stands with an ease I’m unused to in girls my age, though she looks a few
            years older. Despite the rocking ship, her feet are firmly planted, her hands casually in her coat pockets.
         

         
         “You must be Aries.” Her velvety, warm voice eases the tension from my shoulders, and my racing thoughts begin to slow. Calm
            washes over me like I’m a stone dropped into the ocean that sinks to the bottom and settles into the silt. Ophelia’s trembling
            stops and her breath grows less ragged. “I’m Cancer.”
         

         
         Aries.

         
         “I’m Serena,” I say, though the name Aries sends me toppling back through old memories. Words my mother whispered when I was
            five years old—her face is a hazy blur in my vision, though that name lingers. Stories recounted beside a fire in a cottage
            far away.
         

         
         We’re special, she told us. We’re witches, Pisces and Aries, water and fire.

         
         Cancer smiles, the corners of her eyes crinkling. “You found them,” she says to Leo.

         
         Leo rolls her eyes. “Obviously.” Cancer grazes Leo’s sleeve with her fingertips, but Leo yanks away and stalks to the other
            side of the ship. With a flourish of her arms, the waves grow higher and the ship moves faster. My stomach churns as the rocking
            increases, but I force myself to take long, slow breaths through my nose, determined not to get sick in front of strangers.
         

         
         “Let it go,” says Sagittarius at the flash of hurt on Cancer’s face. “She’s upset the Dark Witch didn’t know more about the
            others.”
         

         
         “I’m not upset,” Leo snaps. “I just don’t want to get caught by Dark Witches in the middle of the ocean. Is that so hard to
            understand? We have to get behind the wards before they discover us out here.”
         

         
         “What are Dark Witches?” I blurt.

         
         “And what do you mean you found us?” asks Ophelia. She moves smoothly, not staggering and stumbling like I am, to a bench against the railing. She’s gone
            calmer since we set foot on the ship too. Her skin has gotten more color and her head is held high. Being near the water has
            always been good for her. When I used to imagine us escaping the orphanage, I always dreamed we would go to the sea. Somewhere
            she belonged.
         

         
         I follow her lead and sit beside her. I take in a deep breath of salty sea air, realizing that this is the first time either
            of us has seen the ocean. I wish I could appreciate it more, but right now my head spins with too many questions.
         

         
         “Will someone please tell us what’s going on?” My skin itches with the not knowing. I’m finally free of the orphanage, but
            I don’t know why. I don’t know what new horror I might have gotten myself into, what new prison they might be taking us to.
            I have to know.
         

         
         Sagittarius and Cancer give each other a long glance, but Leo bursts between them. “Stop being dramatic—we have to tell them
            eventually. You don’t have to baby everyone all the time, Cancer. They’re big girls.”
         

         
         I flinch as Cancer rummages in a trunk at the base of the steps. She pulls out two blankets and wraps one around my shoulders
            and another around Ophelia’s. I hug it tighter around me, savoring the thick, soft fabric. At the orphanage, I forgot what
            it was like to be warm. To have something touch my skin that isn’t rough and scratchy and useless. I meet Ophelia’s gaze and
            then drop my eyes to her hands; her fingers stop picking at the angry red skin around her nails.
         

         
         Cancer leans against the railing of the stairs. Her gaze moves between us like she’s monitoring every motion, every bob of a throat, every blink or twitch. “That thing underneath your skin, your magic? It’s been there all along, hiding. It pokes its head out on your birthday, when it’s strongest, and you can do a few small things with it usually, right? It lies dormant for a while until something happens that heightens our senses and emotions, something we need it to protect us from. Like today. And now it’s Awoken—all of it.” 

         
         I nod slowly. I always knew Ophelia and I had magic, but I never knew it was this much. I certainly never dared say it out
            loud to anyone else. What would the matrons have done if they knew about our powers? I’m certain they would have tried to
            carve it out of us.
         

         
         “How much is ‘all of it’?” I swallow hard. How deep does that well inside me go? How much of the world can I burn with it?

         
         “That’s for you to find out at the Manor,” Sagittarius says from the seat she’s taken on the steps. She brushes her pale strand
            of hair behind her ears and cocks an eyebrow as if in challenge.
         

         
         “The Manor?” I ask.

         
         “You’ll be safe there,” says Cancer. “When we arrive, you’ll see. Niobe and the rest of us, we’ll teach you how to use your
            powers and control them. So they don’t control you.”
         

         
         “Why didn’t we go there then?”

         
         “There are protective wards around the Isle of Sol. No one can open a portal onto it—not even one of us. This is as close
            as we can get using Sag’s teleportation.”
         

         
         “What about me?” asks Ophelia in a small voice. “Will I be allowed to stay?”

         
         Cancer smiles softly. “Of course you will.”

         
         Ophelia chews her lower lip, scanning the other three girls. “And you all have it too? Magic?”

         
         As if in answer, Leo waves her hand and a rope from the rigging overhead comes loose. It slams down onto the deck. A sail
            unfurls and catches the wind, propelling the ship even faster.
         

         
         Sagittarius smirks. “We all have different powers. There are twelve of us born every year, one for each sign.”

         
         That explains why my power is red-hot and full of electricity, while Ophelia’s is a gentle, soothing rush. It rained again
            on her birthday this year, just as it does every year. Different powers.
         

         
         “What’s yours?” I ask Cancer.

         
         Before she can answer, Sagittarius cuts in and wiggles her fingers. “She’s messing with your mind.”

         
         Cancer’s warm gaze flips into a glare in an instant. “I don’t mess with people’s minds,” she says firmly. “I help them. Emotionally.”

         
         I recall our first moments on the ship and the way my fear and panic faded in her presence. She changed my emotions. Maybe
            I should be more worried about it
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