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      A gust of wind blew crunchy brown leaves past my ankles as I stepped off the train in Newry. I thanked the porter who had helped me and took a deep breath. The ocean was still far away, but there was a brine in the air that tickled my nose. I smiled as I tucked the loose ends of my scarf more firmly into my coat.

      I’m almost there!

      My grandfather’s manor in Newcastle was the last phase before heading to school, back to Blackthorn Academy for my second year.

      I couldn’t wait.

      The thick heels of my knee-high boots thumped nicely across the train station floor, a counterpoint to the beating of my heart.

      As expected, the car my grandfather had sent to collect me was waiting just outside the main entrance.

      “Miss Doyle,” the chauffeur said, bowing as he opened the rear door of the big car.

      “Thank you, Kristopher,” I replied, ducking into the warm interior.

      The sun had set during the last half hour of my travels, sending spectacular reds and purples streaking across the rolling green hills. Unfortunately, the loss of light had brought the cooler winds with it, and I was trying not to shiver.

      I had definitely not dressed warmly enough, but I hadn’t wanted to deal with a bulkier coat on the train.

      “You have your luggage?” Kristopher asked before closing the door.

      I patted my purse. “Don’t worry,” I said with a smile. “One of the first spells I learned at Mama’s knee was how to change the size of an object. I’ve got everything right here.”

      “Very good, Miss Doyle,” Kristopher said, closing the door and shutting out the autumn wind, but not before a red leaf swirled into the car at my feet.

      I reached down and picked it up, twirling it between my fingers. I didn’t need to look it up to identify what tree it had come from; it was a Blackthorn leaf.

      Auspicious, I thought happily, tucking it into my purse as Kristopher pulled away from the station.

      We weren’t silent for the entire drive, discussing my summer and the goings-on at Doyle Manor, but the closer we got to the coast, the more velvety-black the sky became, and soon conversation stopped as I craned my neck for my first glimpse of the sea.

      “Enniskillen isn’t that far from the water, is it, Miss?”

      “A lough isn’t the same as the ocean,” I replied, a sigh escaping my lips as the car turned right, revealing the vast Irish Sea out the side window. I scooted over to see it better, ignoring the mountains on my right for the rolling waves that I could barely make out through the darkness.

      “You’ll be on it soon enough, Miss.”

      “True enough.” I sighed again. The ferry would be dreadfully early tomorrow morning, and I still wanted to spend some time with my grandfather before turning in for the night.

      Once more, I regretted not being able to catch the earlier train, or arrive earlier than the day before the term started. But my job at the golf course had been for the full season, and that had ended yesterday.

      The manor, its outside lights ablaze, came into view, and I admired it as we approached. It was perched on the edge of the cliffside, overlooking the water like a gargoyle surveying its lands. Something inside me unclenched. Coming to Doyle Manor always felt like coming home.

      Grandfather was waiting for me at the door and I practically flew into his arms, reveling in the tight hug he gave me.

      “Every time I see you, you’ve grown up more, my darling Siobhan,” Grandfather said, pulling back to cup my chin in one of his big hands.

      “The passage of time is not one I have yet attempted to conquer,” I teased.

      “I hope you never try. Some things are best left alone,” he replied seriously. “Come. Let’s get a snack. How were your travels?”

      As he led me to the spacious kitchen in the back of the house, I told him about the passengers I had met and the animals I had seen on my trip. Then, while eating through a massive charcuterie board of meats, cheese, and veggies, I told stories from my summer.

      He listened intently to everything I said, asking questions about my friends and family at appropriate intervals. I think, despite the manor being full of servants, Grandfather was lonely.

      “Why don’t you move closer to us?” I blurted out during a lull in the conversation.

      Grandfather was silent, staring at the piece of cheese caught between his fingers. “This has been my home ever since I was born. I have no interest in leaving it, even if it brought me physically closer to you, and to my son.” He cleared his throat and met my eyes with his before smiling slightly. “Besides, aren’t you planning on traveling the world the instant you graduate?”

      I grinned sheepishly and ducked my head. “Well, yes. But I’d love to know that you’re there when I come home.”

      “Hmm.” Grandfather stroked his beard, deep in thought.

      I loved the look of his beard; not too long, neatly trimmed, and completely white. When I was little, I had thought he was Santa Claus, especially with how his rosy cheeks popped up over his mustache when he smiled. He certainly looked like the Father Christmases in my storybooks. Now that I’m older, I know that he’s even better than Santa, because he’s here for me year-round.

      “How would you like to consider Doyle Manor your home base?” he asked suddenly.

      “I beg your pardon?” I must have dozed off for a second.

      “Come live with me after you’ve graduated. You can set off on your adventures just as easily from here as from Enniskillen. And this is entirely too much house for just me.” He winked.

      “Are you sure?” I asked hesitantly.

      “My dear Siobhan, you are my only grandchild. Your parents are perfectly content in their lives near your mother’s family. Who else would I leave—ask to keep me company?” Grandfather avoided my gaze, leaning forward to pluck a cherry tomato from the platter between us.

      It chilled me to my bones, his aborted sentence.

      “Who else would I leave...”

      How would he have finished that?

      “Who else would I leave the Manor to after I’m gone?”

      That seemed like the only logical conclusion. I shivered even though I wasn’t cold. Trying to assess Grandfather like a professional, I looked for any indication that his health was failing him. He seemed fine, no reason for the morbid turn his thoughts had obviously taken.

      “I would love to have my home base here while I’m traveling, Grandfather. Thank you,” I said, proud of myself for not bawling like a baby.

      Buck up girl, you’re twenty-two! You don’t cry at the drop of a hat.

      Grandfather smiled. “I’m very happy to hear that.” He patted his stomach. “I’m sated. How are you?”

      “I’m good.”

      “Tired?”

      “Not really.”

      “Want to spend some time with me?”

      “Definitely.”

      He brightened and practically hopped to his feet. “I have something I want to show you.”

      Curiosity piqued, I followed him through the hallways and up the stairs to the library on the second floor. The library was next to his office, and had a connecting door between the two. Both rooms were built with dark mahogany shelves lining the walls. There was only one space without shelving, and it contained a portrait of Grandmother. I stood for a moment underneath it, staring up into her smiling eyes. She’d died a little over five years before, and I missed her presence in the house.

      “Here we are.”

      Grandfather’s voice made me turn away from my contemplation of the portrait to see him standing at the table in the middle of the room, a closed book on top.

      A closed book that glowed with power.

      I stepped forward, hardly daring to breathe.

      “Is that... Is that what I think it is?” I whispered.

      “What do you think it is?” Grandfather matched my volume.

      “A grimoire?”

      “It is.” Speaking regularly, which sounded too loud in the quiet of the library, he added, “My family’s grimoire.”

      “No kidding? Wow.” I had managed to join him at the table. The magic that had almost blinded me at first had faded, only visible in the glossiness of the embossed lettering on the front and spine. I reached one hand out tentatively, but hesitated before touching it.

      “Go ahead,” Grandfather said.

      I put my hand flat on the book and tingles raced up my arm, spreading throughout my body before fading just as quickly. Eyes wide, I tore my gaze from the book to look at Grandfather.

      He chuckled. “Felt that, did you?”

      I nodded.

      “This grimoire was mine when I was in school at Blackthorn Academy, just as it was my father’s before me, and his father’s before him, and so on. I’m not sure just how old it is, but it has been in our family for generations.”

      “Did Papa use it?” I asked.

      “He didn’t want it.”

      “Why not?” I noticed I was tracing the lettering, and whipped my hand away.

      Grandfather was stroking his beard again. “Your father wasn’t interested in exploring magic. He wanted to learn what he needed to and then move on with his life. You’re different. You’re like me, and many of our ancestors.” His blue eyes, so like my own, pierced through me into my very soul. “You want to discover the secrets of magic. You want to take it apart, find out how it works, and put it back together. This will help you on that journey.”

      “This... is for me?” I asked, hardly daring to hope.

      “It is.”

      “Thank you so much. I’ll look after it, I promise.” Unbidden, my fingers returned to the embossed leather.

      “Of that I have no doubts.” Grandfather smiled at me. “Come, bring your book and tuck it safely away with your other school things.”

      “Will it shrink safely?”

      “No problem at all.”

      I picked up the book and took his arm as he walked me to my usual room. “Grandfather, can you tell me some stories about what it was like for you at school?”

      “Not too old for bedtime stories?” he asked, teasing me gently.

      “Never, if they’re your stories.” We climbed to the third storey.

      “Flatterer. Get in your pajamas and robe and meet me in the upstairs sitting room. You’re too big now to sit on my lap in the rocking chair, so we’ll have to make do with the couch.”

      “Deal. Although I think I’m too big to sit on your lap on the couch, too.” I laughed when Grandfather scowled at me.

      “You know what I meant, impudent Miss.” He dropped his arm and I realized we were outside my door. “I’ll see you in ten minutes.”

      “Give me twenty? I’d like to shower to get the grime of travel off me before sleeping.”

      “Of course.”

      I entered my suite. It looked the same as it always did; a huge four-poster bed, a chaise, a bank of shelving, and two doors to the closet and to the ensuite.

      I slung my purse on the bed and carefully placed the grimoire beside it. The urge to open it, to start exploring its pages, was strong. Almost too strong. Instead, I took off my shirt, wrapped it around the book, and resolutely pointed at it, concentrating my energy on making it small until it shrank to the size of the rest of my things.

      Grimoire safely tucked away in my purse, I took out my pajamas and laid them on the bed. It was only a matter of focusing for a moment before they regained their regular size. Satisfied, I stripped off the rest of my clothing for a quick shower.

      I preferred a long, hot soaking where I could let my mind drift into imagining the adventures I was going to have once I graduated from Blackthorn Academy.

      This was not one of those showers, despite it being quite warm.

      Instead, I counted under my breath to keep track of the time, and was out, freshly scrubbed, in under ten minutes. I dried my auburn hair with a wave of my hand, and its natural curls popped into existence, no longer straightened by the weight of the water.

      I used a similar wave of my hand on my pajamas, pulling the rose-colored flannel over my skin and feeling my muscles relax under their warmth. These were normally my winter pajamas, but I liked wearing them in Doyle Manor, as the house got a little drafty in the autumn.

      Yanking my robe on as I stepped into house slippers, I made my way to the upstairs sitting room. Grandfather was already there, fixing himself a drink on a silver tray.

      “Brandy?” he asked.

      I felt rather grown up, but not in the mood for alcohol. “Hot chocolate?”

      He stepped to the side, revealing a steaming mug piled high with marshmallows. “I thought you might say that.”

      “Just the way I like it too!” I beamed at him, kissing his cheek as I reached for the mug. “What would you have done with it if I hadn’t asked for it?”

      Grandfather scoffed. “As if you wouldn’t.”

      “I might surprise you yet, Grandfather.”

      “But that day is not this day.” He walked over to the couch and placed his brandy glass on the table beside it, patting the seat beside his. “Come. What story would you like to hear?”

      “One where you got in trouble,” I teased, curling up on the couch.

      His jaw dropped. “I never got in trouble! Who told you that?”

      I giggled. “Must have been Grandmother.”

      Sobering, Grandfather stroked his beard. “I didn’t meet Nessa until after I’d graduated. Our parents introduced us at a party, actually.”

      “But she attended Blackthorn too, didn’t she?”

      “Yes, a couple years younger than me, though. You know that the grades don’t intermingle much.” He smiled as he remembered. “No, I mostly ‘hung out’ with my roommate, Edwin. We were best friends and did everything together.”

      “Was he your best man when you got married?” I asked. I had seen my grandparent’s wedding pictures, but I didn’t remember who had stood with them.

      “No.” He shook his head sadly. “My parents didn’t approve of monsters. If they had met him, they would have known instantly who, or rather what, he was. Classist bastards,” he spat.

      My eyes widened in shock and I took a sip of my hot chocolate to hide it. I’d never heard my grandfather swear before.

      He continued, “They believed that witches were above monsters, that Blackthorn shouldn’t have allowed other magical people in at all, which is patently ridiculous. Edwin was my equal in all my classes, and sometimes even better. But my parents weren’t alone in their beliefs. Several other witch families were in agreement, and some of the monster families thought that they were better than us too. Tensions were high in the hallways, classrooms, and most especially, dorms.”

      “Surely not anymore!” I gasped. “It’s been, what, fifty years since you went to Blackthorn. We’re all considered equal now, right?”

      Grandfather shrugged. “One can only hope. The world has moved forward. Many of my yearmates were like Edwin and I, but there were still a few...” He coughed, clearing his throat. “But you wanted a story, not a history lesson. Let me think.” He paused for a moment before continuing, “One time, Edwin and I pranked the entire school by changing all the staircases into rubber.”

      “No!” I exclaimed. “I thought you couldn’t modify the building!”

      “Of course you can, or else there’d be no running water indoors. You have to consider your spell an improvement, instead of a modification. It took the teachers ages to figure out how to reverse it!”

      I burst into laughter, and once Grandfather joined in, couldn’t stop.
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      When I woke up, the morning was gray and misty. I could barely see the ocean through my window.

      I dressed quickly, having chosen my outfit before packing so that it would be easy to access, and trotted down the stairs. I could smell the bacon cooking by the time I got to the second floor and my mouth was watering when I finally reached the kitchen.

      “I was just about to send someone up to get you,” Grandfather said, grinning wickedly at me over his cup of coffee.

      “I wouldn’t want to be late,” I answered sweetly, grabbing a plate and filling it from the platters of food on the table. I had a choice of bacon or sausage, pancakes or french toast, scrambled eggs or baked beans. Naturally, I took a little of everything.

      “They still feed you at school, don’t they?” Grandfather asked, raising an eyebrow at my full plate.

      “It’s never as good as the food here,” I retorted before stuffing a bite of pancake in my mouth and chewing vigorously.

      Grandfather chuckled. “That’s true enough.” He took a sip of his drink. “Do you have your mirror with you?”

      I glared over my full mouth, hoping to convey the fact that of course I had my mirror. Not only would I be allowed to use it to mirror travel within the island’s borders, but I could use it to call anyone I had a picture of. While I had been able to use the mirror to call home last year, mirror travel had been banned to all first year students until we passed the test at the end of the year. I was really looking forward to trying it out this year.

      His laughter continued at my expression. “I’ll go with you to the ferry, if you like?”

      Nodding vehemently, I managed to swallow before saying, “Yes, please! I feel like I’ve had barely any time with you and I’m already leaving!”

      “Next summer, you’ll just have to get a job in Newcastle then,” he replied, a twinkle in his eye. “Maybe then my son will come visit for longer than a weekend.”

      “He’s busy⁠—”

      “I know, dear, I know.” Grandfather sighed. “When one gets to my age, they realize how important family is and want to spend more time with them. But that’s hard to do when they lead busy lives of their own.”

      “I’ll call you this week, I promise,” I said impulsively, covering his hand with mine on the table.

      He turned his over underneath mine and squeezed. “I know you will. You always manage to make time for me. Thank you.”

      Kristopher entered the room at that moment and cleared his throat. “Excuse me, but if you wish to catch the first ferry, we must leave now.”

      My eyes widened as I looked at the clock on the wall. “Rats.” I pointed at my food to pack it up, minus the beans, as they would make a mess, and picked up the cardboard box that I’d made to carry it.

      “Nicely done,” Grandfather said with a smile before draining his cup and placing it on the table. “Shall we?”

      I checked that I had my purse and picked up my coat and scarf. “We shall.”

      The drive down the coast would have been pretty if the mist hadn’t been pervasive. The headlights of the car barely showed a few feet in front of us, and Kristopher drove extremely slowly to prevent accidents.

      It gave me plenty of time to finish my breakfast, but also more than enough time to imagine a grisly accident.

      Would I be strong enough to save the car if it plunged off the road toward the water?

      I hoped so, and tried to figure out which spell I would use if I needed to save us.

      But we arrived at the ferry dock without any trouble. There were many parents already there, bidding their children goodbye for the academic year. It was easy to pick out the first years; their faces were white with nerves and their parents were crying as they hugged them over and over again.

      Grandfather chuckled under his breath. “Should I be acting like that?” he asked, nodding his head at a particularly weepy mother.

      I gently elbowed him in the ribs. “Don’t you dare!” I hissed back.

      “I feel like I should be giving you some advice,” he mused thoughtfully. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      “That gives me a lot of leeway,” I finished his oft-repeated phrase with a smile. “Don’t worry, Grandfather. I’ll be fine. And if I get into too much trouble, I’ll just give you a call.”

      “See that you do. I think you’re being hailed.” He nodded again, but this time to a tall, willowy girl with greenish-brown skin who was standing as far away from the ferry as she could get while still standing on the dock.

      “That’s Hazel, one of my roommates,” I told him, waving her over. When she arrived, I performed introductions.

      “Did you remember to take your seasickness potion?” I asked her. “It won’t work unless it’s taken at least thirty minutes before you get on the ferry.”

      “I did.” She turned slightly greener. “It tasted terrible. I don’t think it’s going to work.”

      “Have a little faith,” I said bracingly.

      “Dryads and water don’t mix,” she said sorrowfully.

      “Sure they do. You have to drink water or you’ll dehydrate just like the rest of us,” I said, trying to make her laugh.

      “That’s not what I meant and you know it.” She stuck her tongue out at me.

      I sighed inwardly. “I’ll distract you on the ferry so that you won’t even notice it moving,” I offered.

      “I doubt that will work, but thanks anyway.”

      “Well, if you’re going to be all doom and gloom⁠—”

      The ferry’s whistle pierced the air, not dampened in the slightest by the mist.

      “Call for boarding. Take care, dear.” Grandfather gave me a hug and a kiss on my cheek.

      “Love you,” I replied. I took Hazel’s hand and towed her behind the rest of the students queueing up to board the ferry. “Look, we’re last in line. You’ll be on the boat for the least amount of time possible.”

      “Thank goodness for small favors,” she muttered darkly.

      “Your pessimism doesn’t suit you,” I said cheerfully. “You’ll feel better once you’re at the Academy.”

      Hazel gritted her teeth as she stepped from the dock to the ferry and her cheeks turned a paler shade of green. “Of course I will. It’s on land. Did you say you were going to distract me?”

      “The sea conditions seem favorable today, minus the mist. It’ll probably take us less than an hour to complete the entire trip,” I said, leading her to a bench in the center of the ferry. “You’ll feel the motion less from here. Also...” I reached into my purse and pulled out an aloe plant seedling in a pot. I concentrated my magic and it grew in my palm before I placed it on Hazel’s knees. “I had a theory that perhaps being near a growing plant might help you.”

      Her eyes filled with tears as she gently cupped the seedling in her palms. I noticed that she already looked a healthier shade of green.

      “This is so much better,” she breathed, her gaze never leaving the sprig of aloe. “How did you think of it?”

      “It was Papa’s idea. You really scared me on the ferry at the end of the term. He said that his dryad friend brought a flower he picked from beside the dock. I figured something actually growing would help even more.”

      “I can’t believe this hasn’t been tried before!”

      “I mean, you certainly don’t enjoy going on the water and avoid it at all costs. I bet the same can be said about the rest of your kin. So why would they have discovered this?” I reasoned.

      “I suppose.”

      “Do you still need me to distract you?”

      Hazel laughed softly. “Since when do you need my permission to talk? Or better yet, when do you ever stop talking?”

      “When I’m with people I don’t know,” I retorted.

      “True enough. Distraction would still be appreciated.”

      “I’ve started planning my tour of Europe after I graduate. I’m going to start in Northern France, and travel west along the coast to Spain and Portugal before looping back. I’ll hop over to Morocco at Gibraltar, of course, before continuing on to Switzerland and Italy. A ferry over to Greece and Turkey before my favorite part, the river cruise from Bulgaria to Germany with stops along the way.” I couldn’t wait. “Then I’ll explore the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries.”

      “You just listed a heck of a lot of countries in a row,” Hazel said. “It went in one ear and out the other.”

      “That’s okay. I brought all my notes with me, including my map! I can show you in the room!” I knew Hazel didn’t understand my obsession with traveling, but I was still excited to show her what I’d been working on all summer. “After Europe, and yes, I know I missed some countries, I thought I’d cut across Asia to⁠—”

      “Okay, okay!” Hazel cut me off, laughing. “I get it. This isn’t really distracting me though. Tell me about your summer?”

      I sighed.

      “You can tell me all about your travel plans when you can show them to me on your map,” Hazel reassured me.

      “Okay.”

      We spent the rest of the ferry ride sharing stories from our summer jobs. She’d been working with an environmental team, and I had worked at a golf course near my hometown.

      Once we crossed the magical barrier surrounding Northumberland Island, it was harder to keep my mind on the conversation. The air itself practically tingled with magic, both from the barrier and the ley lines under the island making our magic easier to access here than on the mainland.

      From the ferry’s angle at this point, I couldn’t see more than the rooftops of the academy in the distance over the rolling green hills on the western portion of the island. To the north was the dangerous enchanted forest, a place I’d only seen from the safety of the castle grounds. It was unnaturally dark under the canopy of close-grown trees.

      We got better views of the academy after a quarter hour of the ferry puttering along, circling the island to the south in order to reach the town, Wellspring. I was admiring the towers of the academy when it occurred to me suddenly that the mist had cleared. It must have been when we crossed the barrier.

      The ferry bumped into the edge of the dock not more than ten minutes later, and people shouted orders as they tied it down.

      Hazel, my plant pot still clutched in her hands, was the first to disembark.

      I found her, once I’d managed to get through the rush of people, at the far end of the dock.

      “Just because I wasn’t sick the whole time doesn’t mean I enjoyed it,” she told me emphatically.

      I nodded sympathetically and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “Do you want to hang onto the plant for a little while longer?”

      “Just while we’re on the coach?” She blinked her big brown eyes up at me.

      “Not a problem. Although you know we could mirror travel, right?” I reminded her.

      “Not if you don’t want me vomiting. You know that mirror travel wreaks havoc on my stomach.”

      I had forgotten. We couldn’t use the convenient form of travel off the island. “Not just yours. I certainly wouldn’t want to travel that way if I was already feeling queasy.”

      “Coaches?”

      “Great plan.”

      We made our way to the end of the line of students. It was moving quickly, the coaches pulled by large oxen-like creatures following the trail through the friendly-looking forest on the eastern side of the island. Just before I climbed into our coach, I caught a glimpse of the ferry from the British side of the sea nearing the dock.

      “Phew, glad we’re heading out so quickly. It would’ve taken forever with two boatloads of us,” I said quietly to Hazel, sitting at the end of the coach.

      I averted my gaze quickly from the boy sitting across from me. I wasn’t interested in a relationship. I had my friends, and that was enough of a complication. My entire focus was on finishing my schooling and then traveling the world, perhaps doing some sort of research for the school on the way. Boys just got in the way.

      “I can’t believe we’re starting our second year already!” Hazel said. “It feels like yesterday we didn’t know each other and were worried about who our roommates might be.”

      “It does,” I said with a chuckle.

      The light filtered through the open canopy of green-golden leaves above us, illuminating wild flowers scattered across the forest floor and woodland animals scurrying about on their business, probably collecting food for winter’s hibernation.

      Do the animals gather food by instinct, or are they aware that winter was coming?

      Are they scared by their actions because they don’t understand the motivation behind it?

      I shook my head, dismissing the philosophical thoughts.

      The forest brightened and I leaned forward, eagerly anticipating the first glimpse of the academy.

      “There it is,” I whispered under my breath. A thrill, like butterflies in my stomach, the anticipation of the year ahead sent a shiver through me.

      Blackthorn Academy was a castle that had originally belonged to the Blackthorn family, and had been built in 1307. In 1666, the family had converted it into a school. It had undergone many renovations in the years since then, most notably, the indoor plumbing. But the outside was still the original gothic architecture, with the thin columns and large windows, lofty ceilings, and spires that reached well beyond the sixth, and highest, floor. As we drew closer, the pointed arches of the doorways and window casings became more evident, as did the extra decor on the outside of the building.

      It was one of the most beautiful buildings I had ever seen. I was so excited to be back.

      The coach pulled up in front of the large main double doors and we all got out, following the stream of students into the academy.

      The awe and majesty of the entry hall never failed to take my breath away. On the far side of the castle were ginormous stained glass windows that reached from the main floor all the way to the sixth on either side of the north wing. One depicted the history of witches through the ages, and the other showed that of the monsters.

      “Want to get settled in our room?” Hazel asked, tugging me by my hand to the stairs.

      “Oh yes, I’m so eager to climb five flights of stairs the instant we arrive,” I said, only slightly sarcastically.

      “Awesome!” she squeaked.
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      “I am so out of shape,” I panted, leaning on the railing on the fourth floor.

      “Just one more, right?” Hazel was gasping, bent over her knees beside me.

      “Yes, thankfully. I think I know why Grandfather changed all the stairs to rubber. We should⁠—”

      A familiar voice echoed up the stairs and made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. “—going to be the best year⁠—”

      I grabbed Hazel’s arm and pulled her toward the next flight. “We have to go now!” I hissed.

      “Is that—” Hazel smirked.

      “Don’t say it. Don’t even think it. Scrub his name from your memory.” We climbed the last flight of stairs, our thighs and calves protesting.

      “If I remove his name from my mind, how will I know to avoid him?” Hazel asked innocently.

      I thought for a moment, although my silence was more to catch my breath than to figure out what to say. “At the very least, separate his name from mine.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, they are not together like that in my mind,” Hazel comforted me.

      We finished the climb, gasping, on the fifth floor.

      “We can’t stay here,” I managed to say. “He’s right behind us.”

      We weaved through the other second year students to the two wings on the right and the student advisor sitting behind a table in between them. There wasn’t much of a line yet, most of the students still greeting each other in
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