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DEDICATION

For Mami and Papi,

I would have never believed in myself

if you hadn’t believed in me first.

Te quiero millones de millones.
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PART I

WHEN SHE FELL






1

WREN

Wren Loughty hadn’t bothered to lock her bedroom door.

She had come to accept that it was rather pointless to pretend that secured locks and protective wards would make a difference. There was simply no avoiding the inevitable. So when she awoke to a set of hands clamped over her mouth, the familiar scent of peppermint and sandalwood wafting up her nose, she wasn’t all that surprised.

In fact, she’d been expecting it.

What disconcerted her was the strange dream of her mother she’d been having only moments earlier. She always found it odd that they still held the ability to sleep and dream. The dead weren’t meant to dream. Though she supposed they weren’t dead—not really. They existed in the place between. The place parallel to life and death, the one right on the cusp of birth and the dawn of the afterlife.

Whatever that meant.

She tried not to give the transitory nature of purgatory too much thought.

Pale light pooled in through the sheer drapes, illuminating the ivy-speckled ceiling in a crescent shape. Wren blinked, her vision adjusting to the darkness, and refocused her attention on her intruder.

Augustine Hughes’s familiar slate-gray eyes hovered above her with smug amusement, the right side of his mouth curled into a smirk.

“I hope you’ll forgive me for the rude awakening, Loughty.” His gaze snaked over her face with careful precision. “Had to be sure you wouldn’t scream and blow my cover. You know … given your track record.”

Wren groaned in irritation. It was true that she had acquired somewhat of a reputation for disturbing the other students in Pettyworth House. Multiple complaints had been sent to Housemaster Marigold regarding her loud night terrors, which often woke up the others and sent them running out of the dorm.

It was a flaw … one even she could admit needed fixing.

August leaned closer. “I trust I can let go without you making a scene?”

Wren narrowed her eyes in warning and attempted to snap back with a string of obscenities, though her words were muffled by his hand. Either way, the message was clear.

Don’t push it.

August smiled and dropped his hand, his body still leaning precariously close. “No need for fighting words. I’m not here for a brawl, darling.”

“Then maybe next time you can knock, instead of slapping your hand over my mouth like some deranged serial killer,” Wren spat out, swatting him away. Her nightgown was thick enough that she didn’t feel embarrassed under August’s reproachful gaze as she stood up from the bed and made for the window.

She unlatched the hook and pushed it open, cool air wafting into the room. The silver glow of Blackwood washed over her in delicate streams, dancing through the thick nighttime mist. It would be easy to mistake the ethereal light for the glow of the moon, but Wren knew better.

There was no moon in the night sky. No earth. No universe.

No world that she once knew.

None of those things existed in Blackwood.

Not really.

August leaned against the wooden bedpost, arms crossed and face twisted into that perpetual smirk of his. He wore his usual uniform: black trousers with a white button-down, the sleeves rolled up over the muscles of his forearms and a black vest fitted over his torso. A tiny scar marred the skin beneath his right eye, a peculiar detail that had always intrigued Wren, though she hadn’t brought herself to ask how he had gotten it.

They rarely spoke about their old lives. And she wasn’t going to be the one to start.

Despite their animosity, Wren could acknowledge that she might have found August attractive if they had met when they were alive. He was conventionally handsome, she supposed, with his strong jaw and unruly dark curls. Not to mention annoyingly intimidating, weaseling his way out of most situations with his smoke-filled eyes and posh English lilt. Maybe they would have bumped into each other on vacation. She could see August sprawled confidently on some beach, muscles slick with sweat, remnants of sun lotion clinging to his naturally tanned skin as he basked underneath the warm rays of the sun.

The sun.

God, she missed the sun.

“Like what you see?” August tilted his head to the side. “I can paint you a portrait if you’d like.”

Wren rolled her eyes. “What do you want?”

“I’m about to go for a midnight stroll,” he explained casually, clasping his hands behind his back.

“And you thought I’d be interested in accompanying you because?”

“Because …” He slipped off the silver ring he wore around his index finger and flicked it up in the air like a coin. “It just so happens I have it on good authority that a new student is going to fall into Blackwood tonight.”

Wren’s entire body reflexively tensed. There was a large chance he was bluffing, seeing as August wasn’t exactly the most reliable and trustworthy person at Blackwood, but it was still a shocking thought.

It was a well-known fact that the arrival of a new student was a rare event, occurring only every few decades. Blackwood ran like clockwork; there were rarely deviations from this schedule. The academy prided itself on order and balance, on maintaining tradition. But a new student had already arrived less than a year earlier, which meant that if August was telling the truth … something in the schedule had changed.

“Let’s say I choose to believe you,” Wren said. “Why the hell would I voluntarily go with you to watch?”

“Oh, Loughty.” August chuckled. “You are the most infuriatingly competitive person I’ve ever had the displeasure of meeting. Don’t act like you’re not constantly worrying in that pretty head of yours.”

“That’s not true.” It was. “Have you considered that maybe you’re projecting your own insecurities onto me? That you’re the one who’s worried about another student being better at guiding than you?”

August’s face fell. “Guiding?”

She stiffened her shoulders. “Yes. That’s what we do, is it not?”

“No.” His expression hardened as he took a step forward, the old wood creaking beneath the weight of his leather boots. “We reap souls. We’re not holding their hands and skipping off into the sunset with them.” He shook his head in disapproval. “Christ, Loughty. I thought you’d know better by now.”

“That’s not—” Wren sucked in a breath. She wasn’t in the mood to get into one of their regular debates. And truthfully, she was curious. She couldn’t help that inherently human part of her that craved to know more. That desired a deeper understanding of everything around her.

She wondered if that would fade—when that would fade.

“Look,” she sighed. “All I’m saying is maybe we’re both downplaying our own curiosity. That maybe we’re both deeply invested in being good at what we do. In being the best. That maybe—”

“I get it,” August interjected, waving his hand in the air. “We’re both competitive arseholes. You’ve made your point.” Competitive arseholes. That was one way to put it. Wren thought sworn rivals was a better way to describe their tumultuous relationship, though she didn’t bother correcting him.

Ever since Wren had died and fallen into Blackwood, August had embedded himself into her existence like some nagging, blistering, swollen splinter that could not be plucked, despite how often Wren tried. She wasn’t certain why he’d specifically chosen her to pester for the rest of eternity, though she tried not to concern herself with unravelling the labyrinthian mind of Augustine Hughes.

Wren pushed past him and ambled toward her wardrobe. She slipped on her usual black trench coat and glanced at August through the tarnished vanity mirror. He’d begun to absentmindedly browse the old leather-bound textbooks adorning her various shelves, index finger trailing over the dusty spines.

“How are you certain?”

He didn’t look up at her. “Certain of what?”

“That another student has been selected,” Wren clarified, discreetly slipping her favourite silver dagger into the pocket of her waistcoat. “It’s a complete deviation from the schedule. It’s been less than a year since that newbie entered—”

“Emilio,” August said, finishing her thought. “Yes. I’m aware.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

August paused and glanced over his shoulder. “Is it really that difficult for you to trust me? This will be a lot more fun if you stop asking so many questions.”

Wren knew that the responsible thing would be to say no. It would be easy. She could send him off, get right back into bed, and pretend he’d never awoken her in the first place. But if there was truly a new student entering Blackwood tonight, then she was determined to know more.

“Fine,” she sighed, gesturing toward the door. “Lead the way.”

August smiled triumphantly. “That’s more like it.” He snapped his fingers and the door swung open. “After you.”

Wren ignored the self-satisfied look on his face as she stepped past him.

Orange light illuminated the doorway, firelight dancing from the dozens of iron sconces adorning the corridor. Deep-crimson wallpaper lined the narrow hallway, the edges peeling and worn with age, curling up in frayed ribbons. Tiny filaments of greenery had snaked their way around the crown molding like a spiderweb, stretching up toward the ceiling.

Wren traced the wall with her fingertip as they walked. “So … did you prepare for Calligan’s exam tomorrow morning?”

August raised his brows and peered at her curiously. “Loughty, darling, are you attempting to make small talk with me?”

“I’m not—” Wren staggered to a stop, an unwelcome flush creeping onto her neck. “You are the one who forced me out of bed!”

August leaned against the wall. “Nobody forced you.”

“Well, it’s not like you gave me a lot of options.”

“Christ …” He rubbed his face in exasperation. “Look. You can still turn around. We’re only a few feet away from your room. Last thing I need is you making me seem like the bad guy for inviting you somewhere.”

A door creaked open to the left of them.

“Can you quiet down?” Maya Romero stood at the doorway, her black pixie cut sticking up in disheveled spikes. “I know the concept of rest may be foreign to the two of you, but most of us are trying to sleep.”

“Sorry, Maya.” Wren offered her an apologetic grin. “We’re just going for a walk.”

“Past curfew?”

August stepped forward. “Is that a problem?”

Maya instinctively flinched. “No. But … a group of Ascended were seen out by the Main Yard. Sent at least a dozen students to reformatory.” She craned her neck forward and glanced around the corridor nervously. “I really don’t think the two of you should be pushing your luck right before the Decennial.”

Wren cursed under her breath. Of course. She’d been so worried about a new student arriving she’d nearly forgotten that the opening ceremony would happen tomorrow evening. If they were caught … it could ruin her chances at the nomination.

Every ten years, the students of Blackwood Academy were considered for the Decennial Festival. Out of the hundreds of students at the academy, only one would secure the nomination, carefully chosen with respect to their skills and talents by the school’s Headmaster and its six Housemasters. The nominee would then participate in four trials meant to test their magical abilities. Truthfully, the trials were more of a formality. A tradition as old as the Decennial itself. Not a single nominee in the entire history of Blackwood had ever failed the trials.

Though there was always the risk of being the first.

Once all four trials were complete, the nominee would be awarded a choice: formally graduate as a student and become an official Ascended, or venture into the unknown and cross over to the Other Side, putting their soul to rest.

Permanently.

The only problem was, nobody knew what the Other Side looked like. It was a gamble. A complete and total risk.

The answer for Wren had always been abundantly clear. Granted free rein over their magic and released from their eternal reaping duties, Ascended students were housed in a special building on campus and tasked with the responsibility of helping Housemasters run their classes. And that was precisely what Wren intended to do if she was chosen for the Decennial.

She just needed to find a way to remove August from the equation.

“We won’t get caught,” Wren promised. “You have my word.”

Maya nodded, dismissing them with a groggy wave, and shut the door. August scoffed and walked ahead while Wren did her best to match his pace.

“She should learn to mind her business,” he muttered under his breath.

“She’s actually pretty nice,” Wren countered. “You’ve heard of the word nice before, haven’t you?”

“Don’t think so. Could you use it in a sentence?”

“Ha ha. Very funny.” Wren rolled her eyes. “You know, you ought to learn how to be a bit nicer. Some people are starting to believe you’re a walking corpse. Nothing but a broken soul with no feelings and emotions.”

August smirked at her, though Wren swore she saw a flicker of something resembling regret flash in his gray eyes. “No, my sweet Loughty. If I’d lost all feelings and emotions, then that would make me a Demien. And though unlimited power does sound thrilling, I’m afraid my humanity is still very much intact.”

For now.

Wren could imagine August as a member of the Demien Order. She’d imagined it countless times before.

Though the precise location of the Demien Order was a mystery, there were rumors that they existed somewhere just beyond the outskirts of Blackwood, hidden deep within the surrounding forest, obscured by the crooked branches and rotten leaves. Demiens worshipped a higher power, an unknown entity known only as the Soulless One, who granted them the ability to strip themselves of their humanity and access shadow magic.

Throughout history, a number of Blackwood students had chosen to venture outside the iron gates in search of the Demien Order, prepared to sacrifice the little humanity they had left for an eternal source of power. But becoming a Demien meant completely relinquishing that human part of themselves. The part that stuck around even after they ended up in Blackwood. The one that yearned for home. For connection.

It was said that the more shadow magic a Demien created, the more their soul would change, rotting and decaying until they were left more shadow than human. No moral compass. No conscience to guide their decisions. Shadows would corrode their soul, consuming every inch of the person they used to be.

And once they’d been completely consumed … there was no going back.

“Oh, hush that brain of yours.” August chuckled as he turned a corner. “I can practically hear the gears turning from here. I have no genuine intention of joining the Demien Order. I just like riling you up.”

“Right. I’m happy to hear you don’t plan on joining a brainwashed cult. Do you want an award or something? Maybe a parade?”

“No need.” August grinned over his shoulder as they approached the arched wooden doors carved into the entrance of Pettyworth House. “Getting to see the look on your face when I’m chosen this Decennial is the only award I need.”

“Well, that’s awfully presumptuous of you.” Wren masked her rage with an impassive smile. “Chances are you won’t even get nominated. Again. How many years has it been, old man? A hundred at the very least?” She raised her brows and smiled in satisfaction. “I’d be worried if I were you.”

“I still have plenty of time left,” August muttered defensively. “Most students don’t begin to experience the Forgetting for hundreds of years. You’re not getting rid of me yet.”

Wren shivered at the mention of the infamous transition, her sense of victory at her jab fading.

The Forgetting.

It was Blackwood’s way of keeping itself in balance, a part of the natural order. Once a student had been in Blackwood for a couple of hundred years, they would slowly begin to lose the memories of their previous life, a sign their soul was ready to transition into its next phase. Once a student had completely forgotten who they were when they were alive, they were permanently removed from Blackwood and sent to the Ether, where they’d reap lost souls for the rest of their existence. It’s also why students were given weekly reaping assignments, a way to prepare for their eternal duty. As grim as it might have seemed, it was simply the cycle of the afterlife, or so the Housemasters insisted. There were roughly five hundred students attending Blackwood Academy at any given time, and the Forgetting was a way for the school to purge itself of a student and welcome in a new one.

But it was also the reason everyone was desperate for the nomination.

The Decennial was the only escape from their inevitable end.

“Have you …” Wren searched for the right words, breath hitching in her throat.

“No,” August replied, somehow knowing what she was trying to ask. “My memories are still intact.”

“That’s a good thing … you know that, right?” Wren eyed him warily. “I know memories can be painful, but they can’t be worse than living the rest of your existence reaping lost souls on an eternal loop.”

A pained expression washed over August’s features. For a tense moment, Wren thought he might actually chip away at the wall between them, allowing her a glimpse into his past.

But then he simply let out a throaty chuckle and said, “Well, we won’t have to worry about that, will we? Considering I’m the top choice this Decennial.”

“And what makes you so certain?”

“The fact that Housemaster Marigold told me herself.”

Wren clenched her fists as an anticipated wave of fury bubbled in her chest. “Really?”

“Yep.” August stepped closer. “Does that bother you?”

“Not at all,” she replied, challenging him by edging even closer. “Considering it isn’t true.”

“You think I’m lying?” August asked, more amused than offended.

“I know you are.”

“I’d never lie to you, darling. You’re simply lacking imagination.”

Wren groaned, losing her patience. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

“It means perhaps you’re not considering how I got this information.” His gray eyes glimmered with satisfaction. “You’d be surprised at what a little mental push can do.”

Wren let out a breath of disbelief. “You didn’t.”

August smirked, triumphant. “Oh, but I did.”

“You can’t use psyche magic on a Housemaster,” Wren gasped. “That’s completely out of line!”

“Oh, it’s not as dramatic as it sounds. I simply gave her a nudge. Just enough of a spark to get the information out of her.”

“You meddled with her mind.”

August arched a brow. “And since when have you cared for the Blackwood rules? I don’t recall you being so self-righteous when you used that cloaking enchantment to sneak out past curfew last week.”

“That’s different.”

Wren didn’t need to explain herself. The truth was, she often found herself tossing and turning during the night, plagued by dreams of the life she’d left behind. Wren had been in Blackwood for eighteen years. The same amount of time she’d been alive. But she still hadn’t been able to completely silence that voice in her mind that ached for the comfort of home. If she let herself, she could still remember long summers walking along the shoreline, sea-foam tucked between her toes. The crisp autumn air rustling the yellow leaves above her family’s home in midcoast Maine. Snow days spent bundled next to the fire listening to Etta James and making ginger cookies.

Her mother, hair as red as her own, sitting by the piano. The smile lines etched into her skin from years of laughter.

“How convenient,” August mused, pulling her back to reality. “But maybe it’s time you simply congratulated me on my upcoming nomination.” He shoved his hands into his pockets and let out a wistful sigh. “Augustine Hughes. A member of the Ascended. Has a nice ring to it.”

“You may be a top contender,” Wren said with a tinge of bitterness, “but so am I.”

He shrugged. “I suppose you’re right. But … I reap souls faster than you. Which, despite your annoying capacity to consistently get high marks, actually means something in the grand scheme of things.”

“Well. I’m sure I’m not the first girl to tell you this, but faster isn’t always better.”

“That’s not—” August broke off, stopping himself, and let out a low chuckle. “You know, Loughty, you might be the only person brazen enough to speak to me that way. Not to mention back in my old life—”

“Oh?” Wren lifted a brow in mock surprise. “Is the mysterious and elusive Augustine Hughes actually going to tell me something about his old life?”

He smirked.

“Not in this eternity, darling.”

A muted anger ran through Wren. God, he knew how to push her buttons.

“Ah.” August leaned against the doorframe. “There’s that familiar look of disdain. Did I hit a nerve?”

“You wish.”

She knew she was only satisfying his perverse desire to drive her absolutely crazy, but she couldn’t find the restraint inside herself not to indulge in her anger. If anything, she was currently trying to decide between charging toward him and wringing his neck or using the pointed edge of her concealed dagger to jab his eye out. Neither of which was a sensible option, seeing that no matter how hard she tried, Augustine Hughes could not be killed.

“Come on, now,” August teased. “There’s no need to get violent. We’re beyond all those silly games, aren’t we?”

“Dunno. Maybe we should test it out.”

“You could stab me,” August commented with an impartial shrug. “That always puts you in a better mood.”

“Though tormenting you does bring me great joy, you don’t need to worry. I’m not risking my nomination just so I can snap your neck or push you off a building again.” Wren smirked and crossed her arms. “Publicly, at least. I might consider privately maiming you every once in a while. You know, just to keep our spirits up.”

“How generous of you,” August chuckled.

Wren stepped forward in an attempt to walk past him, but he jerked his arm out, obstructing her path.

She sighed. “Do you mind?”

“You forgot to put shoes on. Wouldn’t want you getting hurt.”

They smiled in unison at the thought.

Pain.

Wren never thought she’d miss it. The sharp prick of a paper cut. The stabbing pressure of menstrual cramps. The throbbing, dull ache of a migraine. She craved it. They both did. It was why they tormented each other mercilessly, desperate to find ways to somehow, despite everything, still feel alive.

But much to their collective disappointment, they were unsuccessful every time.

Wren placed her hand against August’s arm. Her fingertips grazed his skin, and he tensed under her touch … that she knew he could still feel. That rush of … something. Of being too close to one another. Of crossing a boundary that shouldn’t be crossed, let alone acknowledged.

“I think I’ll manage,” she said with a wry smile, and he dropped his arm, motioning her forward with an indolent wave of his hand.

“But, as always, thank you for your concern, August.”






2

EMILIO

Emilio Córdova pressed the burning tip of the wax candle against his forearm and frowned. He could smell his flesh burning. He could see his brown skin melting into a sunken welt, blistering and wrinkled. He could even feel a gentle nudge, a gossamer pressure, like the delicate brushing of a feather.

With a sigh, he lifted the candle and watched the wound heal almost instantly.

Another pointless attempt to feel human, once again thwarted by the unchangeable fact that Emilio was not alive. He had to keep reminding himself of that. He even wrote it down on scraps of paper and taped them to his bedroom wall.

You are not alive.

It was all about acceptance. That was what they told him, anyway. But how could Emilio accept the fact that he had accidentally died at the ripe age of seventeen? He could still remember the party. The strobe lights, multicolored and flashing against the perimeter of the room. The bass pounding in his chest. The bitter taste of the pills on his tongue and the sweet release that came after.

But the sweet release had been too sweet.

And there he was.

Dead.

The worst part was he had no idea why he hadn’t crossed over to the Other Side. Sure, he had his flaws, but was that really enough of a reason to subject him to eternal unrest? He didn’t think so. But he supposed his circumstances weren’t all terrible.

He’d always wished for magic to be real.

“You have to stop doing that to yourself,” said a familiar voice from above, in a thick French accent that rang in the air with a melodic swing. Emilio glanced up at the balcony wrapped around the second floor of the Library and spotted Olivier sitting with his long legs dangling from the railings. “It’s never going to change. You’ll always heal.”

Emilio hadn’t expected to bump into anybody else tonight. It was past curfew on the night before the Decennial opening ceremony, which meant most students wouldn’t risk getting caught. Emilio, however, knew better than to delude himself into thinking he stood a chance at the nomination. Either way, he had formed a bit of a habit of sneaking into the Library after hours, drowning in ancient scrolls and towering stacks of textbooks. It was his guilty pleasure. His favorite high. The intoxication of knowledge. Despite having only been at Blackwood for a year, he often felt like he knew the academy better than most, memorizing every fact he could get his hands on. Like how Blackwood’s central location in purgatory made it a nexus of magic. And how the Ether—purgatory’s liminal passageway for lost souls—existed in a plane beyond their comprehension, accessed solely through the portal tucked within the Opal Chamber. How the academy held the delicate balance of the afterlife precariously within its brick buildings and vast halls.

There were, however, blank spots. Certain topics that seemed rather hazy, with no concrete information accessible to students. Emilio had always been curious to learn more about the origins of Blackwood—how the academy came to be. But there was nothing, really. Other than a basic explanation that it simply was always there, hovering in the heart of purgatory, a vital thread in the complex web that made up the afterlife.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Olivier’s warm voice brought him back to reality.

“My only thought is that you need to stop spying on me.” Emilio gathered his textbooks and shoved them into his satchel, ignoring the shrill of panic blaring inside his chest. It was something that happened often, especially around Olivier. It was endearingly human. And, at the present moment, utterly inconvenient.

“I’m not spying. Might surprise you, but you’re not the only one who enjoys some peace and quiet.”

Olivier snapped his fingers and materialized in front of Emilio in a puff of black smoke.

“Shit—” Emilio cursed under his breath and let out a shaky exhale. “I told you not to do that anymore. You have functioning legs. Use them.”

Olivier frowned and blew a tendril of soft blond hair away from his eyes. “But that’s not nearly as exciting. Plus, I worked hard to learn how to cast a relocation spell. I may as well use it to my advantage.”

“Is that what you’re doing now?” Emilio eyed him warily. “Using me to your advantage?”

“Whatever do you mean, my love?”

“I’m not giving you the answers to Calligan’s exam. I’m not doing that again.”

Olivier pouted like a heartbroken toddler. “Come on, Emilio. Is this not what best friends do? Help each other in moments of crisis?”

“We”—Emilio gestured to the space between them—“are not best friends.”

“Good friends?”

Emilio crossed his arms.

“Acquaintances?”

There was an audible sigh from Emilio’s throat.

“Oh, fine. I won’t need them anyway.” Olivier sauntered toward the open window, expertly hopping over the thick vines wrapped over the floor. “If this is your way of coping, then so be it. But we both know you’d lose your mind in this godforsaken place if you didn’t have me around.”

Emilio considered responding but bit his tongue, throwing the strap of his satchel over his shoulder. He had begun to make his way toward the door when Olivier scurried back and grabbed him gently by the wrist.

“Wait.”

The word came out in a breathless whisper. Emilio tensed at the feeling of Olivier’s hand pressed against his wrist. In another life, he was certain Olivier would have felt his pulse beating erratically beneath his fingertips. The flutter of nerves coursing through his veins. But now? There was nothing. Only a gaping emptiness vibrating between them.

“Don’t go,” Olivier whispered. “I’m not trying to bother you. I … I really am trying to be your friend.”

“Why?”

Olivier shrugged. “Because I think you’re … good. And that quality is hard to come by around here.”

Emilio shook his head. “You’re wrong.”

“Am I?”

Emilio slipped his hand away from Olivier, ignoring the hollowness left in its wake. “If I were actually good, then I wouldn’t have ended up here. Clearly, I must have done something to deserve this.”

“You’ll drive yourself crazy trying to understand why Blackwood chose you.” Olivier’s green eyes scanned Emilio’s face. “My advice is to accept your situation as an inevitable conclusion. There was nothing you could have changed. Nothing you could have done differently. It simply just … is.”

“That’s awfully philosophical of you,” Emilio grumbled with a snort. “When did you get so wise?”

“I’ve always been wise,” Olivier announced proudly. “You just choose not to listen.”

It was true that Emilio often tried his best to ignore Olivier and push him into the periphery of his mind. It wasn’t anything personal. Emilio had just promised himself he wouldn’t try to make friends. He was dead. What was the point? And if he had any intention of securing the Decennial nomination in future cycles, he had to focus on studying and not listening to Olivier’s fantastical and often repetitive tales.

Not that Olivier wasn’t entertaining. He was a breath of fresh air amid the empty void that consumed most of Emilio’s days. A supernatural fog shrouded the environment of Blackwood, a gray undercurrent seeping into every crevice of their world.

But not Olivier.

He was sunshine. A crack in the darkness. A simmering flame in a cold and unforgiving tundra. Maybe Olivier made Emilio feel normal. Like a real, tangible person and not just some floating entity stuck in a vessel of flesh. Not that he would ever admit that out loud. There was no need to inflate Olivier’s ever-growing ego.

Deep down, Emilio knew that Olivier was the closest thing he had to a friend. He knew if it came down to it and they were told to split up into pairs, their eyes would meet and a silent understanding would wash over them. And with no words spoken, just a single nod of the head, each of them would instantly know what the other was thinking. Tied together by a connection. A mutual understanding.

I see you. You see me.

“… and I know I’ve been nagging more than usual, but really I’m just growing apprehensive about the Decennial”—Olivier was talking, though Emilio had accidentally drowned him out with the ramblings of his own thoughts—“ and that you’ll be considered for the nomination and leave me behind.”

Emilio leaned in closer, suddenly alert. “You think I’m being considered for the nomination? What makes you say that?”

“Your marks, obviously. Everybody knows you’re nearly top of the class.” Olivier shrugged. “Not to mention all the Housemasters absolutely adore you.”

Emilio flushed and glanced at the floor. “But I’m terrible at reaping assignments.” He wasn’t being modest. His reaping skills were mediocre, at best. His last few assignments into the Ether had ended in near disaster, and he would have failed miserably had Olivier not been there to clean up his mess. “And it’s only my first Decennial. I’m not going to be chosen on my first one.”

Olivier waved a dismissive hand and wandered back to the window. Emilio followed, glancing at the yard sprawled just beyond the foggy glass. A blanket of mist obscured the grounds, but he could vaguely make out the dormitories looming in the distance, the glimmer of distant candlelight illuminating the various arched windows.

“Your reaping will improve with time. What you have, what makes you unique, is your ability to retain copious amounts of information like some living and breathing encyclopedia.” Olivier chuckled and crinkled his nose. “Perhaps living and breathing aren’t the appropriate terms, but you get what I’m saying.”

“So what?” Emilio shrugged. “Knowledge won’t get me anywhere.”

“Knowledge is everything,” Olivier challenged. “It’s a source of power. An echo of life itself. And if you’re capable of acquiring knowledge at a rate most of us can’t even fathom, then you’re an asset.”

“Right,” Emilio muttered. “An asset. A part of a machine. Something to be used and manipulated—”

“That’s not what I meant.” Olivier placed his hands on Emilio’s shoulders. “You, my love, are an asset to yourself. And that’s a quality every Ascended should have.” When Emilio didn’t respond, Olivier assessed him intently. The realization washed over his face almost immediately. “Do you not … want to become an Ascended?”

Emilio fidgeted. “You sound surprised.”

Olivier slipped his hands away and leaned against the window.

“It’s just, well … I can’t imagine wanting to cross over to the Other Side. What if you just … cease to exist?”

“You don’t know that,” Emilio countered. “What if the Other Side is really—”

“Oh, come on.” Olivier chuckled, an unfamiliar bitterness laced through his words. “You can’t possibly believe there’s some sort of celestial paradise waiting for us on the Other Side.”

“I don’t know,” Emilio whispered, aware of the flush creeping onto his neck. “There has to be something, right?”

“If there’s one thing Blackwood has taught me,” Olivier said, hoisting himself onto the windowsill, “it’s that people’s rudimentary idea of death is nothing but a shortcut. Simple, clean-cut answers people can wrap their pea-sized brains around. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you the afterlife is so much more than a clear division of good and evil. It’s … complex. And considering nobody really knows what’s waiting for us on the Other Side, I’m not entirely inclined to toss myself into the unknown and end up somewhere I might not be too fond of.”

“So you’d rather exist here forever?” Emilio asked. “In Blackwood?”

Olivier blinked at him, as if he hadn’t been expecting that question.

“Yes … I suppose.”

“But you’d eventually transition,” Emilio reminded him. “Forget who you were. Your old life. Your memories.”

Olivier grimaced. “I still have time before I need to start worrying about the Forgetting.”

“How much?”

“I …” Olivier chuckled, but there was something dark clouding his eyes. A heaviness in his shoulders that wasn’t there before. “Don’t worry about me, Emilio. I’m indestructible. You, on the other hand …” He shook his head. “There has to be a way to convince you not to cross over to the Other Side.”

An acute twisting sensation tugged at Emilio’s chest. He wanted to tell Olivier the truth … that a part of him was desperate to prove he was good enough to cross over. That he was worthy. It had haunted him almost every day since he had arrived. The doubt. The uncertainty. Because maybe he wasn’t good enough. Maybe he deserved this punishment. Emilio had always been a coward, plagued with self-doubt and insecurities. Never really trying. His parents loved him, but he knew they were constantly waiting for the switch to turn on. For his potential to be met.

But he’d only left them disappointed.

“Emilio?” Olivier was watching him intently, concern creasing his face. “Are you all right?”

“I don’t know.” Emilio rubbed the back of his neck. “I just … I just wish I didn’t have to think about this. I just wish I were still alive.”

“But you’re not,” Olivier shot back with surprising intensity. “And despite that, you’re here. You can think. You can talk. You can feel. And sure, perhaps you have no pulse, and you can’t feel pain and so much of this doesn’t make any sense, but … you’re here. And you can continue to mope and yearn for a life that no longer belongs to you, or you can take control of the existence you’ve been given.” He inhaled a sharp breath, a playful glint sparking in his eyes. “Not to mention, the circumstances aren’t all terrible. If you had never come to Blackwood … we would never have met.”

Emilio’s breath hitched in his throat. He was attempting to formulate a coherent response when he spotted a flurry of movement outside. He darted toward the window, elbow pressed firmly against Olivier. His stomach involuntarily tightened at their closeness, though he pretended not to notice.

“Look.”

Two shapes. A girl and a boy, he assumed. The boy was tall with broad shoulders, his raven curls illuminated by Blackwood’s ethereal glow. The girl’s auburn hair was tied messily into a braid that fell to her waist.

Weird.

She wasn’t wearing any shoes.

“Is that …” Olivier’s voice trailed away as he leaned in closer. “I think that’s August and Wren. It looks like they’re heading toward the main gates.”

A deep sense of dread settled upon Emilio. The infamous pair were the last two people he wanted to bump into in the dead of night. He’d never been able to muster up the courage to speak to Wren, seeing as she was top of the class and one of the most brilliant people he’d ever encountered. And August was … well … August. If you even looked at him for too long, you might end up with a dagger in your gut or poison in your morning tea. Not that either of those things would actually hurt, but it was still an inconvenience.

All Blackwood students held the ability to heal themselves magically, but a fatal injury could take weeks to heal. Sometimes even months. Nobody wanted to be the unlucky bastard who spent nearly half the year in the infirmary in a comatose state rather than focusing on grades and solidifying their chances at the Decennial.

Emilio had been so transfixed by the sight of the pair crossing through the dense fog that he hadn’t noticed Olivier sauntering toward the door.

“Where are you going?” he called after Olivier in a frantic whisper.

“Where do you think? If those two are getting into trouble, then I want to be a part of it.”

“Why?” Emilio groaned.

Olivier paused by the doorway, swiveling on his heels to face Emilio. He smirked at him with that infamous crooked smile, dimples sprouting on his cheeks.

“Why not?”

Emilio would much rather have stayed in the comfort of the Library studying for tomorrow morning’s exam, but he knew Olivier had no intention of staying behind, and despite himself, Emilio had no intention of letting him go on his own. So, with one simultaneous nod, the pair turned toward the door, shoulder to shoulder, step by step, and walked into the night.
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IRENE

Irene Manette Bamford had no problem breaking the rules. In fact, she firmly believed rules weren’t meant to be followed. They were merely suggested guidelines that could be bent and manipulated at her will.

They were malleable.

Flexible.

Take a lock, for example. In a practical sense, a metal lock was installed with the intention of keeping people out. The unspoken rule, the one Irene had no intention of following, was that someone shouldn’t break into a lock that doesn’t belong to them. That, without a key and without holding ownership of the lock, someone shouldn’t manipulate the metal with nothing but a spark of magic and the brush of a finger.

Which was exactly what Irene was doing at the present moment.

Or, rather, what she was trying to do. It seemed Housemaster Calligan had reinforced the metal lock with some sort of protective ward that was stopping her from accessing the physical properties of the lock itself.

Irene furrowed her brow and clenched her teeth to relieve the pressure building at her temples.

When the protective ward wouldn’t budge, she dropped her hand in frustration.

Her plan, which was supposed to be straightforward and simple, was going to have to be a bit more complicated than she’d originally hoped. With the extra protective ward, Irene was now going to have to dismantle the barrier. It wasn’t that she couldn’t—quite frankly, there weren’t many things Irene couldn’t do. But she held no interest in spells that fell under the realm of defensive magic. Her interests lay elsewhere—in corporeal magic.

In the kind of magic that could rip apart limbs and tear open flesh.

However, this unfortunate turn of events was an irritable reminder that it was of paramount importance for Irene to diversify her interests. Because to be the best, and Irene had to be the best, she couldn’t just be good at corporeal magic. She would have to master all the varying forms of magic taught at Blackwood whether she deemed them important or not. If she wanted to ensure her nomination for the Decennial, she needed extra reinforcement.

And the details of tomorrow morning’s exam were precisely the kind of reinforcement Irene was after.

If only she could open the damn lock. Irene was moments away from hurling a fireball at the door when the air shifted with another presence. The familiar pressure rumbled in her chest. The hairs on the back of her neck rose in warning.

She didn’t hesitate.

In one swift motion, Irene grabbed the knife strapped against her waist and plunged it into the stomach of the unsuspecting student standing behind her. A gurgled gasp of disbelief echoed in front of her as her gaze lifted to meet a pair of familiar golden eyes.

Masika’s eyes.

“Oh.” Irene giggled in delight. “Whoops.”

“Whoops?” Masika glared at her in annoyance. “You stabbed me.”

Irene sighed.

“Well, I obviously didn’t know it was you.”

“I don’t understand why you insist on carrying this stupid thing around, anyway.” Masika ripped the knife out of her stomach, streaks of blood splattering onto her burgundy flats. The wound instantly began to heal beneath the ripped fabric of her sweater. “Clearly, it’s not going to do you any good. It seems a bit theatrical, in my opinion.”

“It might not do any damage, but it’s still an inconvenience.” Irene snatched the knife out of Masika’s hands and slid it back into the sheath at her waist. “And you know me, Masi. I love some good drama. Keeps things interesting.”

“That you do.” Masika’s honey-colored eyes drifted toward the office door with suspicion. “I’m assuming there’s a reason you’re lurking outside Calligan’s office past curfew?”

“He put some sort of energy barrier around the lock,” Irene muttered. “Damn bastard is beyond paranoid.”

“Wonder why …” Masika motioned Irene aside with a flick of her wrist. “Let me take a look at it.”

Masika approached the lock with narrowed eyes, her deep brown skin illuminated by the amber glow of the flickering candelabra next to her. She tucked a curl behind her ear and bit the inside of her cheek as she lifted her open palm and closed her eyes. Golden sparks erupted from her skin, drifting into the air like mounds of dust. The particles shimmered, joining together to form iridescent golden threads that slithered over the surface of the lock.

“There you are.” A smirk lifted onto Masika’s lips. “Seems like Calligan put a pesky little molecular ward around it. It’s a bit more complex than your usual energetic barrier spell. There are layers to it. Like he’s crocheted the defensive magic into a specific pattern.” Her eyes remained closed, mouth twisted in concentration. “It’s actually pretty clever.”

“More like annoying,” Irene huffed. “Either way, I already tried dismantling it. It’s not going to be as simple as—”

“Done.”

“What?”

Masika dropped her hand and leaned against the doorframe. She swayed slightly, a bead of sweat trickling down her forehead. The magic had cost her—as magic always did for Blackwood students. “Go on. The ward is down.”

Irene hesitated, unwilling to accept that her friend had been able to dismantle the ward in a matter of seconds. She knew Masika was talented—she had always been skilled at defensive magic—but Irene hadn’t realized that her skills had gotten that good. It was unnerving. And the tiniest bit infuriating.

Their friendship worked because they existed on an even playing field. Where Masika lacked, Irene flourished. Where Irene faltered, Masika excelled. The scales were balanced, neither of them ever outshining the other. But Irene couldn’t remember Masika ever mentioning that she was able to dismantle a multilayer protective ward, let alone one cast by a Housemaster.

Irene could feel the scales tipping, and she didn’t like the side they favored.

“Nicely done,” she said, careful to keep her tone light. She stepped forward and pressed her fingertips against the door. Silver shards splintered out of her skin and straight into the lock. The magic coursed through her veins, an electrical current humming in her chest. She could see the atoms. Each individual particle of the lock glowing like the heart of a candle. All she had to do was shift the core of the lock slightly to the left … hold it carefully there for a second or so, and …

Click.

Just as quickly as the warmth of magic had spread through her veins, an icy chill trickled up her spine and into her chest. A slight wave of dizziness. She quickly brushed it off, accustomed to the familiar aftermath of using large quantities of magic.

“Finally,” Irene whispered as the door swung open. She peered over her shoulder at Masika. “Care to join me?”

“Do you really think Calligan’s exam tomorrow is going to have any sway over the nomination?” Masika asked with an exasperated sigh. “I’m sure they’ve already decided the nominee.”

“I’m not leaving anything to chance.” Irene eyed the dismantled lock with a curious expression, a seed of doubt blossoming in her chest. She cleared her throat and took a chance. “So … how did you do that, anyway?”

“Do what?”

“Dismantle the ward.” Irene gestured to the door handle. “It took you a matter of seconds.”

“I’ve been practicing,” Masika said matter-of-factly. “Is that a problem?”

“No,” Irene countered. “Just asking.”

That was a lie, of course. It most certainly was a problem. The two of them always practiced together. They did everything together. They were a pair. Inseparable. And now Masika was off practicing without Irene? Developing skills beyond Irene’s capabilities? It was alarming. And Irene had the instinctive feeling that there might be more hidden behind Masika’s nonchalant mask.

Never trust those around you. Her mom’s voice echoed in the back of her mind. Even those you consider friends.

Irene rarely thought of her mom anymore. It had been long enough for the memory of her to become nothing but a meaningless fragment in the back of Irene’s mind. Yet sometimes her mother’s words still lingered. Her mom had been the one to teach her to harden her heart and guard her emotions. To keep them tucked and tidy—locked away from those who would be ignorant enough to try to use them against her.

Back in her old life, Irene had resented her mom for raising her the way she did. Always on the run. Constantly moving. A never-ending stream of back-alley drug deals and mold-infested motels. Irene had often wished they could put it all behind them. Settle down somewhere, maybe even move to Korea and live with her grandparents in their home a few miles outside Seoul.

She’d never had the chance to go, spending most of her childhood following her mom’s relentless string of deadbeat lovers around New England. She knew little of the family her mom had left behind. The only information she had accumulated throughout the years had unknowingly slipped from her mom’s lips when the heroin seeped into her veins and loosened her tongue. But she dreamt of it. She dreamt of holding her grandma’s wrinkled hands and walking through the tall grass and wildflowers together. She dreamt of a life filled with laughter, a life that felt safe and secure.

A life far, far away from the one she had always known.

But that had been the dream of a child. Of a stupid, naïve child who hadn’t accepted the reality she had been handed—the reality she couldn’t run away from, no matter how hard she tried. And despite any lingering childish fantasies, Irene had soon learned just how certainly she couldn’t run away from the life her mom had given her. Because that life had consequences.

And those consequences had brought her here.

“What are you waiting for?” Masika asked, cutting through Irene’s thoughts. She snapped her fingers and a small flame burst from her open palm.

“Nothing.”

Irene pushed the door open, the rusted hinges creaking as she took a tentative step inside. The office was dimly lit, nothing but the pale glow from the night sky pooling in through the windows and the soft light emanating from Masika’s flame. An enchanted lantern hovered by the entrance, which Irene lit with a quick snap of her fingers.

Painted landscapes and dust-covered bookshelves adorned the wooden walls, the shelves filled to the brim with leather-bound textbooks and ancient scrolls on illusionary magic. Even the air was redolent with the stifling scent of old books.

“Should be somewhere on his desk,” Irene muttered to herself, scouring the stacks of papers thrown over the large wooden desk at the center of the room.

“You could just study, you know?” Masika twirled the flame in her hand. “Might do you some good.”

“I do study,” Irene grumbled. “But I need an advantage. Everybody needs an advantage.”

“You’re worried about the Decennial.”

A tense silence swept over them like a sudden gust of wind. Irene’s entire body froze, her hands clamped firmly over the edge of the desk. She could feel her emotions getting the better of her, the anger rising deep within her belly, threatening to pour out of her without restraint.

She inhaled a sharp breath. A second one for good measure.

Relax, Irene. You are in control.

“I’m … not worried.” She spoke the words slowly. “Being prepared is not a bad thing. And if there’s a chance this stupid exam is what’s standing between me and accessing my full power, then so be it.”

Masika stepped forward. Irene still hadn’t glanced up, but she could feel her friend’s eyes boring into the side of her face.

“Look … I get it. The Decennial is important for all of us. I’d obviously love to be nominated, but …” Masika’s words trailed off as she let out a soft sigh. “It’s a game of luck. There are so many of us who are talented, who are good enough, but—”

“I am good enough.” Irene slammed her fist onto the desk. An inkpot rattled and tumbled to the floor. “There is nobody who deserves this more than me. Nobody who has worked harder.” She paused, steadying her breathing. Her control was slipping, edging closer toward the rage begging to break free.

She exhaled a long, steadying breath and glanced up, finally meeting Masika’s eyes. “And if you think I’m going to spend another ten years wasting my potential … draining my magic until I’m dumped into the Ether to reap insolent souls for the rest of eternity … then you clearly don’t know me at all.”

Silence reverberated between them. Masika’s eyes were filled with an emotion Irene couldn’t quite read. But before either of them could say anything else, something caught Irene’s attention—a large envelope tucked beneath a stack of old exams. She let out a sigh of relief.

“There you are … I knew I could find it. Honestly … Calligan should really clean up a bit in here. It’s an absolute—”

“Irene …” Masika cleared her throat. “You’re still not considering … the other option, are you?”

Irene blinked in surprise. She hadn’t been expecting that.

“What?”

“Last Decennial …” Masika began, her words slow and steady. “When the nomination went to Avery. You got drunk and went on a tirade about becoming a Demien. You said … I’d rather the shadows swallow me whole than waste another second here.”

Irene stiffened. “I didn’t mean that.”

“Because that isn’t an option.” Masika walked forward. “If you give up your humanity and start using shadow magic … it could destroy you. You’ve heard the stories. The more shadow magic Demiens use … the less human they become. Not to mention that you’d lose all the parts that belong to the person you used to be when you were alive.”

Little did Masika know, that was precisely the reason why Irene wanted to join them.

“I was just drunk.” Irene sighed. “Saying that was … a mistake.”

“You promise?” Masika’s voice wavered. The question was a moment of weakness. She knew that. And yet … here she was. Exposing her vulnerabilities to Irene. Handing over her heart on a silver platter.

Irene swallowed her remorse. “I promise.”

She didn’t want to lie to her only friend, but she had no other choice. Masika had lost someone to the Demien Order, long ago, before Irene had ever arrived at Blackwood. Irene knew little of what had happened between them, tidbits of information she had managed to coax out of Masika over the years, but the details were blurry. All Irene knew was that Masika had once cared for someone and the Demien Order had taken them away.

Which meant that if Masika ever found out Irene was considering joining them … she’d never forgive her.

Luckily for Irene, Masika didn’t stay on the topic long. She leaned forward abruptly, as if something had caught her by surprise. “Where on earth are they going?”

“Who?”

Masika scurried toward the window. “It’s Olivier. He’s running toward the main gates with that newbie.”

Irene shrugged. “So?”

“What do you mean so? You’re going to tell me you’re not the least bit curious as to where they’re heading off to this late at night?”

“I don’t really bother concerning myself with Olivier’s late-night escapades.”

“Right.” Masika chuckled. “Because you prefer breaking into offices and stealing confidential files.”

“Exactly.”

“Okay … but what if it is something that concerns you?”

Something sparked within Irene. “Like what?”

“I don’t know.” Masika slid open the window and hoisted one leg over to the other side, amber eyes gleaming under the silver glow of the sky. “Only one way to find out.”
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AUGUST

Augustine Hughes was not to be trusted. He was cruel. Cold. People avoided his gaze. The other students scattered out of his path like cockroaches, hunched over their textbooks as they whispered about him in the corridors. The rumors said his soul was practically embedded in the walls of Blackwood Academy. That he’d been around long enough to completely lose himself, trapped within the underbelly of purgatory.

And he wouldn’t have it any other way.

Being feared had its perks. And it was always better to be feared than pitied. So, even though most of the rumors running rampant throughout the veins of Blackwood weren’t true, August didn’t bother correcting them. If anything, he encouraged them. He wanted people to leave him alone. To avoid getting too close. Hell, he wouldn’t mind if they thought he was the Devil himself. He was fairly certain he’d cemented this belief in everybody at Blackwood.

Well, nearly everybody.

There was still the matter of Wren Loughty.

Self-righteous, exasperating, pedantic Wren, who waltzed through the halls with that seraphic glow of hers. No matter how hard he’d initially tried to diminish her perpetual confidence, her opinion of herself was nearly as unshakable as her morals. And though their bickering and homicidal games kept him entertained, he was beginning to realize she might actually have a chance of securing the nomination for the Decennial.

Which would really be a problem.

It wasn’t that he wanted her to fail. He’d grown to … tolerate her. And he knew, despite never wanting to admit it out loud, that nobody would be a better Ascended than Wren. She would thrive among the academic elite. She’d be their bloody saint. But it didn’t change the fact that her mere presence was an unavoidable threat to everything he’d been working toward.

The truth was, August didn’t care about becoming an Ascended. And he certainly didn’t give a damn about academic glory. But pestering Wren with their silly rivalry was the only way to keep her distracted. To keep her from discovering what he really wanted. And he knew, now more than ever, that he should be keeping her at a distance. Solidifying that wall between them for her own good.

So … why the hell had he asked her to go with him?

It had been a foolish decision. A selfish one. He could admit that to himself. He could recognize the twisted codependence the two of them now shared, that strange magnetism driving them closer together. But he just couldn’t help himself. He felt inexplicably drawn to her. It was maddening.

“Can you quit stomping?” Wren hissed as they trekked through the dense mist. “You’re not exactly subtle.”

August didn’t bother glancing back at her. “Perhaps if you stopped nagging for a second, you’d notice the sound barrier around us.”

“The sound—” Her breath hitched in her throat. “Oh.”

“Did you really think I wouldn’t take precautions?” He reached his hand out and brushed the edge of the barrier, a shield of blue light rippling in the air. “Don’t worry that pretty little head of yours … nobody can hear us.”

“You know,” Wren muttered, fingers fussing with the end of her braid, “that’s the second time you’ve called me pretty tonight. Careful, August. Someone might accuse you of having a bit of a crush on me.”

He chuckled. “Wouldn’t you just love that?”

Her teasing smile hardened into a scowl. “Don’t be an arrogant jerk.”

August slid his gaze forward.

“Then don’t tempt me.”

They cut through the eastern side of campus, the path adorned with stone sculptures and wrought-iron benches. Thick bushes full of flowers in odd shades of deep plum and fluorescent blue lined the perimeter—primroses, witch hazel, tulips and lilies. The dense gray fog only grew with every passing second, thick enough that August could barely make out his own hands.

A fleeting memory drifted through his mind.

Thick mist rolling over tall grass. A large estate sitting at the top of a hill, red brick drenched in thorned vines and wildflowers. It was a house, not a home. There was no warmth to be found within the grand halls of the estate, no love holding the foundation together. It was a fortress … a cage.

But there were still moments of joy. Two people on this earth that he could rely on. His mother. His sister. The beating hearts of his family, the glue that kept him from giving up on happiness altogether.

The early glimmers of morning glided over his skin. The dew-speckled grass slipped between his fingers.

His sister’s voice rang out behind him. “Augustine! Slow down!”

He glanced over his shoulder. Dark hair whipped over her face as a trill of laughter echoed from her throat. A few paces behind his sister strolled their mother, hands clasped in front of her, watching them with a serene expression on her face. A soft smile. Even though he was young, nothing but a boy, August had known that this moment of fleeting happiness meant everything to his mother.

And though none of them ever spoke the words out loud, he knew.

They were all they had.

It was so long ago that the memory had begun to fade, corroding at the edges. Not in the way memories faded through the Forgetting, completely washing away until there was nothing but darkness, but in the way memories always faded with time. Growing softer. More distant. As though he were watching somebody else’s life.

But despite everything, a part of him still clung to it. Desperate to hold on to something living and real.

Something other than what he had become.

“August.” Wren’s voice pulled him away from his thoughts. “Where is it we’re going exactly?”

They were passing the familiar towering brick walls of the Library. It was the largest building on campus, with thick serpentine vines snaking around the sides and up toward the domed glass ceiling. A set of four Corinthian columns flanked the entrance, each one consumed by the never-ending greenery that devoured the buildings of Blackwood.

“Bonestrod Hall has rooftop access.”

Wren stopped dead in her tracks. “But … that’s a faculty-only building.”

“Is that a problem?”

Wren scoffed. “Of course it’s a problem! We could be banned from the Decennial if we’re caught. Sneaking out past curfew is one thing. Breaking into a faculty-only building the night before the Decennial is plain reckless. Even by your standards.”

“Come on, Loughty. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

“Dunno.” Wren shrugged. “Must have left it back where you left your common sense.”

August shook his head. If she wanted to stay back—then so be it. The farther away from her he stayed, the better. But as he took two steps away from Wren, he heard a loud and unmistakable groan, followed by the sound of reluctant footsteps.

A smirk crept onto his lips. “Knew you couldn’t resist.”

“Oh, shut it.”

It took a while, trekking past the dormitory section of the grounds, down the graveled path flanked by oak trees, but they eventually reached the infamous Bonestrod Hall. It sat isolated from the rest of the grounds, out by the main gates. A set of steps led to an arched doorway with the word bonestrod etched in tarnished gold, thick vines intertwining with each individual letter. Wren hesitated behind him, but he kept moving forward, approaching the door with an outstretched hand.

“Wait!”

August glanced over his shoulder. “What is it now?”

Wren opened and closed her mouth, a strange expression clouding her eyes.

“Just …” She let out a broken sigh. “Be careful.”

August paused, taken aback by the sincerity in her voice. A strange sense of hope unfurled in his chest, but he quickly extinguished it, swallowing back the ridiculous feelings with a curt nod.

“Always.”

He had practiced the spell all week in preparation for tonight. It was a rather complex defensive barrier, but nothing he couldn’t dismantle with a bit of patience. Golden sparks erupted from his fingertips, twirling around the lock and funneling into the keyhole. He gritted his teeth, pushing past the tension seizing his body in an iron hold. Three seconds later the lock popped open with a satisfying click.

He felt an unmistakable wave of exhaustion, but he cast it aside as he turned to face Wren.

“Impressed?”

She shook her head, biting back a smile.

“Hardly.”

They stepped inside, careful to shut the door behind them without a sound.

“Christ, it smells like a wet sock in here.” Wren covered her nose with her palm and scrunched her brows. “You mind hurrying this along?”

August nodded. “Follow me.”

They scurried across the main hall, pushing through mounds of dust and thick branches that had snaked their way through the windows. The floorboards were rotten and decrepit, bits of wood crunching with each step they took. Other than a grandfather clock ticking ominously in the distance, a piercing silence engulfed them, a dense nothingness that sent an acute chill up and down August’s spine.

He approached the spiral staircase near the back of the building and spared a single glance over his shoulder.

“Keep up.”

Wren paused at the bottom of the staircase. “Wait. You never told me how you got this information in the first place.”

“I have my ways.” He placed his hand on the railing and took his first step. “Now, why don’t you pocket your questions for later and follow me like a good little—”

He’d barely finished his sentence when he suddenly found himself unable to move, a dagger jammed into the back of his hand. He glanced down to find Wren staring back at him, blue eyes narrowed in defiance.

To be fair, he should have known not to turn his back to her.

“Would you like to finish that sentence?” Wren cocked her head to the side and pressed the blade down harder, digging into his flesh with ease. “Go on. I dare you.”

“You must be rather pleased with yourself.” August tried to yank his hand free from the blade, but it had been lodged too deep. “Come on, Loughty. You have to admit this is a bit unnecessary.”

“I’m not removing it until you tell me.”

August could hear the crunch
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Welcome to Blackwood Academy.

Some fates are worse than death...
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