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A haunting and compulsive new dark academia mystery of secrets, lies and revenge, from the award-winning, bestselling author of Ace of Spades, Faridah Àbíké-Íyímídé. Perfect for fans of Holly Jackson and Maureen Johnson.

This was a mistake, the voice in her head whispered. You should never have come… Sade Hussein is the new girl at the prestigious Alfred Nobel Academy. She has no idea what to expect of her mysterious new boarding school – an institution steeped in tradition and secrets. But she certainly didn’t imagine her roommate, Elizabeth, to go missing on her first night. Or for people to think Sade had something to do with it.

Suddenly everyone is talking about Sade, including the Unholy Trinity: the three most popular girls at school. Swept up in their circle, Sade can’t shake the sense that there’s more to Elizabeth’s disappearance – especially as the teachers don’t seem to care.

And then a student is found dead. It’s clear there’s more to Alfred Nobel Academy and its students than Sade could have imagined – and she must race to uncover the truth. But secrets lurk around every corner and beneath every surface…secrets that rival even her own.

Praise for Ace of Spades

“ACE OF SPADES is the thought-provoking thriller we ALL need.” Nic Stone, #1 NYT bestselling author

“A heart-racing and twisty thriller.” Alice Oseman

“Strong Gossip Girl vibes and a whole lot of mystery.” Buzzfeed

“Thunderous and terrifying. There’s no way you’re putting this down until you get to the last page.” Maureen Johnson, NYT bestselling author
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For my sisters:
 Maliha and Tamera
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Dear Reader,

Where Sleeping Girls Lie is about a lot of things. It’s about the necessity of community and the importance and joy of platonic relationships. It’s about the ghosts that haunt us and that we haunt back. It’s about the many valid ways we respond to painful experiences.

More than anything, this book is about survival, and as you might notice from the sizeable gap between the release of Ace of Spades and the release of this second book, it took me many years to write this in a way that felt like I would be honouring the story, the characters, and any readers who might see themselves in this story. (Also, second books are just bloody hard.)

When asked about whether I write myself into my stories, I always answer that I don’t because I’m more of an observer than a memoirist. However, Where Sleeping Girls Lie is definitely one of my most personal stories to date. While I have not inserted myself exactly into any of these characters, some experiences and feelings depicted are things I unfortunately relate to deeply. I wanted this book to showcase a main character who lives a full life despite any past traumas, much like I try to, and so in the spirit of this, Where Sleeping Girls Lie is not just one kind of story. It is part suspense-mystery, part contemporary romance coming of age, part anti-hero journey.

When I write stories, I’m always writing to specific feelings at the time, as well as people and places. With Ace of Spades, I was primarily writing to queer Black young adults attending PWIs and being pulled under by the weight of white supremacy, drowning while feeling unseen and unheard. With Where Sleeping Girls Lie, I write to young girls who feel so much anger, and need desperately for someone or something to tell them their rage is important, and that the capacity to heal from deep wounds is not at all impossible. While writing this book, I kept thinking of Oluwatoyin Salau and women like her who deserve so much more than this world gives them. Where Sleeping Girls Lie is my attempt at healing not only some of my own wounds, but helping others to seek out the tools to do so as well.

I want this book to be so many things, but of course, what I want is not as important as what this book might mean to you, and so I ask you to take care as always while reading and I hope you enjoy the characters and the story as much as I enjoyed writing them.
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Faridah Àbíké-Íyímídé, March 2024





“‘If he be Mr Hyde,’ he had thought, ‘I shall be Mr Seek.’”

—Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, Robert Louis Stevenson

“No hour is ever eternity, but it has its right to weep.”

—Their Eyes Were Watching God, Zora Neale Hurston



Where Sleeping Girls Lie is a work of fiction, but it deals with many real issues including sexual assault, rape, suicide and suicidal ideation, grief, and death of family members (including parents).

For further information about these content warnings, please visit: www.faridahabikeiyimide.com/wsgl-content-warnings
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The world was silent when she drowned.

The weight of the stars, of the universe and of her mind was like an anchor pulling her closer towards oblivion.

As her lungs caught on fire and her vision went black…

…her heart began to slow.

Her final thoughts lingered, wading through the tangled mess of veins and empty, empty space.

And then she whispered the same words they’d later find on the note she’d left:

“I’m sorry.”
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The night it happened, there was a party.

Though parties weren’t unusual for the students of Alfred Nobel Academy, this one certainly was.

Every now and again, there’d be a secret off-campus soirée at a house one of the Senior Hawking boys rented out. Something gossip-worthy would happen, like a third year who’d have one too many drinks and end up making out with his ex-boyfriend in public. Or a fourth year getting so high, they’d forget where they were and would end up streaking around the pool, baring it all for everyone to see.

Then the following Monday, all the shenanigans from that weekend would become the hot topic throughout the boarding school, hushed whispers about the fortunate few floating through the hallways, the classrooms and the dorms.

What made this night particularly strange, though, was what occurred when no watchful gazes or cameras – to her knowledge – were there to document:

A girl climbing down from a balcony. Her trembling fingers gripping the handles of the spiral staircase. The night swallowing her cries whole as she stumbled towards the car that was waiting for her.

She didn’t dare look back.

Looking back would be acknowledging what had happened. What she had done.

The grey car was hidden in a corner on the quiet path that led up to the house, blending in with the shadows, visible only to those who knew to look for it.

The click of the car door echoed loudly as she climbed into the passenger seat, shutting the door quickly before anyone could see.

Another girl was settled in the driver’s seat, concern carved into her dark features – her short blonde hair styled in gentle waves, rippling across her head, blurring and rippling more with the trembling girl’s tears.

“Did you get the—” The blonde girl paused, noticing her friend’s tear-stained cheeks. “What happened?” she finished.

The girl silently wiped her face, avoiding her gaze.

“Sade?” the blonde girl said in a gentle whisper.

Sade finally looked up and stared into her eyes.

“H-he’s dead.”





[image: images]

Sade Hussein was used to being lied to.

When she was seven, she was told that the woman she saw sneaking out of her father’s room early in the morning was the tooth fairy and definitely not her nanny. When she was ten and she found her mother slumped back in the bathtub, unmoving, with a bottle of pills resting on the ledge – she was told that her mother was taking a very long nap and would wake soon. When she was fourteen, she begged her father to let her go to a normal school and make friends with real kids her age, instead of her only real friend being her maths tutor, who let her sleep during class sometimes. She was told by her father that high school wasn’t what it seemed. That it was the furthest from the magic that the movies had led her to believe.

But as the black town car pulled into the gates of Alfred Nobel Academy and the giant castle-like boarding school came into view, neither the rain nor the memory of her father’s warning could dull her excitement.

The school looked like a palace.

The brownstone walls, fancy peaks and crisp greenery near the front that seemed to stretch on for miles had captured her attention entirely. Even the driver’s eyes widened at the sight of the enormous building, a far cry from the narrow town house in which she grew up.

A knock on the window pulled them both out of their trance as a man wearing a security uniform leaned over the car.

Sade wound her window down.

“Name and purpose?” the security guy asked her.

“Sade Hussein, student,” she said, and followed up quickly with, “It’s my first day.”

He nodded, then muttered something into his walkie-talkie. “All right. You can go on up, there should be someone waiting for you by the entrance,” he told her.

“Thank you,” she replied.

The car continued along the path, and Sade tried to take in more of the school surroundings.

Perfectly trimmed rosebushes, evenly cut grass, and wild cherry trees. In the distance she could see rows of beautiful buildings. Old and new.

“I think this is as far as I can go,” the driver said, the car coming to a stop in front of the main building.

“How much is that?” she asked.

The driver looked at her through the rear-view mirror. “It’s covered, compliments of your father,” he said, the last part uttered quickly in a hushed tone, as though just the thought of him could raise the dead.

It was strange how even from beyond the grave, her father still had that effect on people.

It was as though people didn’t truly believe he was gone.

The great Akin Hussein, bested by his very own heart. It didn’t seem real.

She didn’t blame them either – even she felt his presence still looming. Watching her every move like he had always done.

But she knew with absolute certainty that he had to be gone.

After all, she wouldn’t be here if his heart was still beating.

Sade gave the driver a tight smile and dug into her purse for some cash. “Here,” she said, handing the driver two crisp fifty-pound notes.

He was about to protest.

“I’d feel much better if you took this.”

The driver hesitated before accepting the cash.

“Thank you,” she said, before getting out of the car, careful not to crease the stubborn material of her black tweed custom Chanel dress.

As the driver unloaded her suitcases from the boot, the main entrance of the school swung open, revealing a tall, skeletal-looking woman with a high bun, pencil skirt and a severe expression carved into her face.

“Sade Hussein?” the woman called out sharply as she approached the car, pronouncing both her first name and last name wrong: SADIE HOO-SEN instead of SHAH-DAY HOO-SAYN.

Sade noticed the woman eyeing her clothes with a disapproving look, grimacing at her shoes.

“It’s Sade Hussein,” Sade corrected, realizing only after saying it that that was probably a mistake. From her years of watching shows and reading books about high school, teachers rarely seemed to like being told they were wrong. Unlike her tutors, who always rewarded her tendency to be nimble-witted, this woman did not look pleased.

“You’re late,” she told her.

“Sorry. There was traffic on the way—”

“Four weeks late,” the woman interrupted.

Sade said nothing to that, despite the reasons for her lateness boring a hole into her skull and weighing her shoulders down. She had a feeling the woman wouldn’t care for her excuses, justified or not.

“There are rules, Miss Hussein, that every student is expected to adhere to. I’m not sure how things were at your last school, but here we do not accept tardiness, nor do we accept turning up on your first day dressed out of uniform. Please let this be the last time you find yourself…in traffic,” the woman said, the veins in her neck purpling. She paused, as though waiting for Sade to speak up, but then carried on when only silence followed. “Your parents should have received all the documents and passed them along to you…and yet your house form is incomplete. We’ll have to sort this all out today and you will most likely miss classes, falling even further behind. I expect you haven’t done any of the reading to catch up either, seeing as you couldn’t even complete the basic task of dressing properly for your first day of school. Seriously, did your parents not—”

“They’re dead,” Sade said coolly, interrupting her this time.

The woman looked uncomfortable. “Sorry?” she asked, as if it wasn’t already clear.

“My parents – they’re both dead. My mother died when I was ten and my father died a month ago, a few days before I was meant to start here. I was told it wouldn’t be an issue and that it would be in my file. I assumed you would have read it – my apologies for making that assumption,” she replied with a forced smile.

The driver awkwardly cleared his throat. “I have removed all your luggage from the boot, miss. Would you like me to transport your suitcases to your dormitory?” he asked her.

Sade’s gaze moved from the woman’s shocked expression to the driver’s uneasy one.

Alongside her father’s multi-million-pound estate, Sade had also inherited the burden of grief and the awkwardness that came with it.

“How much for you to move my bags?” she asked him.

He looked even more uncomfortable. “It’s fine, miss, compliments—”

Sade’s voice became unsteady. “How much?”

The driver kept quiet, and Sade sighed heavily before digging into her purse and handing him a cluster of twenty-pound notes this time, not bothering to count.

She turned back to the woman, her smile faltering. “Where do I get a uniform?”

The inside of Alfred Nobel Academy was even more beautiful than the castle-like exterior. It was like stepping into a daydream.

Sade’s eyes wandered as she stood in the entrance of the main building, taking in how flawless it all was. The hardwood floors; the tall, rounded glass windows; the ceiling that had paintings of what she thought were angels, but upon a second glance, wasn’t so sure.

She felt as though she had just stepped into a museum instead of what was to become her home for the next two years.

It looked exactly like the pictures she had seen online.

“Right.” The woman – who she had since learned was the school’s matron and was named Miss Blackburn – interrupted her thoughts.

“You can go into that room there to fill in the house form. The form contains a simple selection of questions that will assess you on your needs and the best environment for your living at ANA. Try to answer as truthfully as possible. We take this very seriously and it is extremely rare that we allow transfers to other houses – not that we get many people wanting to transfer. The form is very comprehensive, and usually incredibly accurate.”

Sade had read up on the school’s houses. All eight of them: Curie, Einstein, Hawking, Mendel, Franklin, Turing, Jemison and Seacole. Each house seemed to serve a specific purpose and in turn had students who fitted that purpose. There was the house for academics, the house for sports prodigies, and so on. She wondered what house she’d be sorted into.

Miss Blackburn led Sade into the room with a single walnut-coloured desk, a booklet and a number two pencil. There was a door behind the desk, labelled SECURITY ROOM.

“When you’re done, knock twice on the wall, then slide your form through the slot over there. It will be marked, and I’ll bring you a uniform once the test results are back. It shouldn’t take long. Any questions?” Miss Blackburn asked, passive-aggressively blinking at Sade.

Sade shook her head, despite feeling like she was in some kind of weird dystopian novel whereby the form was actually a test meant to determine her entire future or something. She placed her shoulder bag on the ground.

“Good,” Miss Blackburn said, smiling tightly.

Sade took a seat at the desk.

Miss Blackburn turned to leave, then paused at the door and looked down at Sade’s paper then back at her face. “Choose wisely,” she said before leaving, the door slamming shut behind her.

Miss Blackburn was right; the form took no time at all – though the questions were very strange.

There was a question that asked whether she preferred rainfall or sunshine, which didn’t really make much sense to her. After all, it wasn’t as if they could control the weather of the dormitory she was assigned. Another question had asked her if she preferred large windows or small ones, and another asked her to select her favourite woodland creature.

When she was done, she knocked twice, then slipped her test through the gold slot in the wall, swearing she felt a strange tug from the other side. When Miss Blackburn had told her it would be marked, she assumed she meant by a computer of some sort.

But the tug felt human, and Sade wondered whether there was a little old lady they kept behind the wall to do nothing but mark these forms. She wouldn’t be surprised if there was. Because while beautiful, something felt off about Alfred Nobel. Perhaps it was that everything was too flawless.

Sade was used to luxury, so she knew that wealth came with an abundance of secrets. She could bet that Alfred Nobel Academy had a lot of them. Buried six feet under, beneath the perfectly trimmed rosebushes by the entrance.

A knock sounded and Miss Blackburn stepped back into the room with what Sade assumed was a folded uniform in her manicured hands.

“I have instructed your driver to take your things to your room,” Miss Blackburn said. “I guessed your size,” she continued, handing Sade the uniform, “but if you need something tailored to your tastes, you can go down to the school shop once you’ve settled in.”

Sade eyed the clothes in front of her. The uniform seemed to be comprised of a lot of black. Black skirt, black jumper and a black tie. It looked more like funeral attire than anything else.

“Thanks… Do I have to wear it now or can I change into it later?”

Miss Blackburn’s gaze burned into her. “It’s up to you.”

Sade had a feeling that Miss Blackburn wanted her to change immediately, clearly still offended by her lack of proper attire. She wasn’t sure what was so offensive about a tweed dress and laced Doc Marten boots.

“Any more questions?” Miss Blackburn asked.

Sade nodded. “I have two. Which house am I in?”

Miss Blackburn stood up straight. “Ah yes, you’re in Turing House.”

As she had with the other houses, Sade had read up on Turing House briefly. It had been described as the house for the jack-of-all-traders, students with no particular special interest in any one subject; sister house to Seacole; and unlike most of the other houses, Turing had produced the least famous alumni.

How exciting, she thought.

“Turing, like the scientist?” Sade asked, wanting to sound interested. She remembered the tragic story of Alan Turing, the queer scientist, from one of her history lessons on World War II.

“Yes. As are all the other houses – named after scientists, that is. You’d know that if you had read the booklet. But what is your other question?” Miss Blackburn asked, obviously still holding a grudge over the fact that Sade hadn’t come prepared. Which wasn’t exactly true. She had looked up the things she thought would best serve her purpose here, but had clearly missed the mark on the things Miss Blackburn deemed pertinent knowledge.

“Could I get a tour of the school? I don’t want to get lost,” she said.

“Of course. Your house sister will be showing you around – she’s outside waiting for us.”

“House sister?” Sade questioned.

Miss Blackburn nodded. “You’re assigned a house sister and house brother – in your first year, usually, but since you’re a late arrival we’ve had to assign you some last-minute house siblings.” Miss Blackburn must’ve noticed Sade’s confused expression because she added, “It’s tradition. Normally a student in the year above you takes on the responsibility, but in your case, you’ve been assigned someone in your year – conveniently, she’s also your roommate so I’m sure the two of you will be well acquainted by the end of the term.”

Sade blinked at that. She had never shared a room before. “Is this optional?” She’d already grown accustomed to her status as a tragic orphan at the ripe age of sixteen and wasn’t looking for any new family.

“No,” Miss Blackburn answered sharply. “As I said, it’s tradition. I’ve assigned you someone from Hawking House to be your house brother. He’s in classes for the rest of the day but I’ll make sure to introduce you both sometime this week.”

Traditions. House siblings. Sade still wasn’t feeling the idea of a forced family. This was starting to seem less like boarding school and more like a weird cult. Though, maybe this should have been expected given that the school motto was literally Ex Unitate Vires, which translated to “In Unity there is Strength”.

A very cultish-sounding slogan if you asked her.

Miss Blackburn spoke again, probably sensing her continued confusion. “It can be difficult adjusting to boarding school. House families are one way we ensure our students have a support system during their four years with us. Seeing as you’re in your third year, and this is your first time attending a boarding school, I think it would be rather beneficial. Elizabeth is outside waiting for us.”

Sade picked up her shoulder bag and draped the uniform over her arm before following Miss Blackburn out into the hallway, now littered with students. Sade noticed their identical black uniforms and their different-coloured ties as they rushed past her.

“Sade, this is your house sister – and roommate – Elizabeth Wang. She will be showing you around and answering all your burning questions,” Miss Blackburn said, gesturing to the pretty, dark-haired girl in front of her.

Sade took in the girl’s somewhat dishevelled appearance. Her smudged eye make-up, her chipped black nail polish, and the solid rips along her tights. The girl watched her too, a strange expression slowly creeping onto her face as she stared at Sade.

It was as if she had seen a ghost.

“Hi,” Sade said with a friendly smile.

“Hello?” Elizabeth replied after a moment’s silence, still regarding her strangely. There was a subtle inflection at the end, as though her greeting was also a question.

“See, you’re already off to a great start,” Miss Blackburn said without an ounce of enthusiasm or care in her voice. “Sade, please drop by the reception after dinner to collect your welcome pack and house key. Ms Thistle will be there to give it to you. I didn’t have time today to put it together before your arrival.”

Sade nodded, adding this to her mental list.

“All right then…quick tour?” Elizabeth finally said, her face relaxing now and her clear Irish accent vibrating between them. She seemed to have snapped out of whatever had overtaken her.

“That would be great,” Sade replied, feeling Miss Blackburn’s gaze still burning holes into her dress. “But if it’s okay, I think I’d like to change into my uniform first.”
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After changing into the very stiff uniform, Sade followed Elizabeth out of the main hall entrance and right past a building labelled STAFF QUARTERS.

“I thought we should probably start at the dorms. Turing’s about a five-minute walk down this path – it’s a pain if you wake up late in the mornings and need to rush out, but it could be much worse. We could be in Einstein House,” Elizabeth said as they walked behind the main building and down a long, narrow stone path littered with wet leaves and fallen conkers from trees.

From where she stood, Sade could see that there were several buildings at the back of the school, most of which were buried deep behind the main building. Some were adjoining, and others stood alone.

“This is John Fisher, the founder of this fine establishment,” Elizabeth continued, gesturing at a giant stone statue of an old white guy with a curled moustache and an old-fashioned coat and top hat, who stood in the middle of the path. “Hot, right?”

Sade raised an eyebrow at her. She thought he looked creepy, but then again, she always found statues to be a bit disturbing. Though maybe not as disturbing as Elizabeth’s statement.

Elizabeth cracked a smile. “I’m kidding. I’d rather get all four of my wisdom teeth removed again than snog old man Fisher here. Besides, he’d probably hate my guts since he was not that fond of women or people of colour. Two boxes I fortunately check.”

John Fisher looked down at Sade and Elizabeth as though he was sneering at them.

“I can see that,” Sade said.

They continued down the winding path, and Sade took in more of the architecture. One building stuck out to her: newer and distinctly un-castle-like. She noticed NEWTON SPORTS CENTRE written in bold on the side of it.

Her mind drifted for a moment, sinking into the pits of a year-old memory. “Is there a swimming pool in there?” she asked.

“Miss Blackburn really wasn’t kidding when she said you knew nothing,” Elizabeth said as she turned to look at the building. “Alfred Nobel is famous for its swim team; Newton has the second-biggest pool on campus and is mostly used for practice. They’re actually building a bigger practice pool inside right now.”

Sade could hear the distant sound of construction work coming from inside the centre.

“The Spitz Centre, located behind the school chapel, has the largest pool and is used for tournaments and games… Are you a swimmer?” Elizabeth asked.

Sade felt the memory stir again, clawing at the edges of her mind.

The girl’s body. Lifeless. Cold. Her lips blue, her braids sprawled in the water. A pool of thick red blood surrounding her head like a halo—

“I used to be,” Sade replied.

“Well, in that case, you’re in luck. There are only two houses on campus that are super close to Newton: Hawking and Jemison,” Elizabeth said, pointing to a building on the left and then another on the opposite side that looked like a miniature version of the sports centre. It was modern with glass and solar panels, and a sign read JEMISON HOUSE in the front. Hawking House was white and gigantic, at least two times the size of Jemison.

“Most Hawking and Jemison residents are on the various sports teams. But…the third closest house is ours, Turing. So you won’t have to go too far to get to Newton if you ever wanted to go swimming after classes.”

Sade nodded, half listening to her, half taking in Hawking House, seeing shadowy figures behind the drawn curtains in the house’s windows disappearing and reappearing again and again.

When they finally arrived at Turing, Sade did a double take at how stunning it was. The house looked like a haunted castle. Unlike the main building, the stone here was nearly black.

“Here we are,” Elizabeth said, taking out her key card and swiping it at a panel near the entrance.

Sade followed through the double doors, her boots creating an echo as she stepped onto the black-and-white chequered flooring that reminded her a lot of a chessboard.

At the centre of the main entrance of Turing stood a large spiral staircase, and behind that, a French lift. On the wall, there was an enormous painting, and unlike the ones she’d seen earlier, this one Sade could actually make out. It was a portrait of a tired-looking man, and underneath that a sign that read ALAN TURING.

To the sides of the house’s foyer, there were two doors. One with a gold plaque engraved with the words DINING HALL and the other COMMON ROOM.

Despite this being her first time in here, she had seen this entrance what felt like hundreds of times from her obsessive late-night browsing of the school website.

Everything looked just like the photos.

A loud ping pulled Sade from her thoughts as Elizabeth took out her phone to check what Sade assumed was a message. Elizabeth stared at her phone for a few moments before slipping it back into her pocket.

Sade noticed the change in Elizabeth’s expression, but before she had time to decipher it, Elizabeth had replaced her grimace with a smile.

“This is Turing, where you’ll probably spend most of your time at ANA,” Elizabeth continued, her voice weirdly shaky at first, before quickly regaining its balance. “We have breakfast and dinner in the house dining room, and then lunch in the main building with all the other students. Through there is the common room, where people usually hang out after classes or before dinner, then upstairs are the dorms. First floor is for first years, second for second years, and so on,” Elizabeth said. “Because Alfred Nobel is an international school, we very much have an international system. Think of first years as freshman and fourth years as seniors. It’s weird, and I’m sure very different from your last school, but you get used to it quickly.”

Sade nodded. “It is very different. I was homeschooled before, so this is all new to me.”

Elizabeth raised an eyebrow. “So you’re telling me that this is your first time having to put up with the bullshit that is high school? I envy you.”

I envy you.

It was funny that Elizabeth said that. Sade had been thinking the same thing, how lucky Elizabeth was to have been here, to have been free, for so many years already.

But she was here now.

She was finally free.

That’s what mattered.

“I’ll quickly show you to our room,” Elizabeth said, leading Sade into the lift. Sade watched her pull the gates shut before pressing the button to the third floor.

French lifts always made her feel uneasy. Unlike normal lifts, these were like cages. You could see and feel the rise of the shaft as the lift ascended. Could feel the rumble and tug of the machinery.

Thankfully, the ride up didn’t take too long. Before she knew it, they were walking down the hallway to the room that they would share for the next year.

Sade was so engrossed processing the idea of sharing a room, such an intimate space, with a stranger, that she didn’t notice Elizabeth had stopped.

Nor did she register her sharp intake of breath or see the look on Elizabeth’s face.

When she did finally notice the lack of movement, she first looked at the door with the engraving ROOM 313 and Elizabeth’s name written under the number in white chalk, then at the thing Elizabeth’s eyes were trained on.

The dead rat on the mat outside the door.

Sade stood frozen next to her.

The animal was still and pale, its tail curved around, its head squashed like it had been bashed in and planted there. Its eyes were small and lifeless as it stared up at her helplessly.

“Is that a—” Sade began, shock coursing through her, but she was cut off by Elizabeth.

“Hold on a second,” Elizabeth said, calmly, taking out her bronze room key and opening the door to room 313.

Sade watched as Elizabeth stepped over the dead rodent and disappeared into the room, leaving her outside alone. Or, well, relatively alone, she thought, maintaining eye contact with Jerry.

Elizabeth reappeared a few moments later with a used shopping bag. She made a face as she gingerly wrapped the bag around the carcass and scooped the rat up into it before tying it and placing it in the bin in the corner of the hallway.

“All done!” she said with what seemed to be a forced smile. “Let me show you our room. Sorry in advance for the mess, I didn’t realize you’d be arriving today.” The door opened once again, leaving Sade to process what had just happened.

There was a dead rat. And Elizabeth was so casual about it. Was this something that happened often? Did someone put it there?

“…Are there usually decaying rodents in the hallway?” Sade asked, eyeing the room and the floor suspiciously.

There was silence for a beat and then Elizabeth’s voice came out through the door, slightly muffled. “Well, ANA is a very old school. Don’t worry too much, though, it’s a rare occurrence. I’m hoping there won’t be any more dead rats after today.”

If you say so… Sade thought to herself.

She crept slowly into room 313, avoiding the wet patch on the ground where the outline of the rat’s corpse was still visible.

She watched as Elizabeth moved quickly to the pile of disregarded clothes on the floor, shoving them into a random corner. The room was dark still, the curtains drawn tightly, blocking all the sunlight. Elizabeth was too preoccupied with ridding the floor of her clothes to notice.

Sade flicked the light switch, and the details of the room came into view.

It had two beds, pushed to either side. Two wardrobes, her suitcases resting beside one of them, waiting to be unpacked; two desks, and a small table with a pile of used mugs stacked on top.

Elizabeth followed Sade’s eyeline over to the mugs and she quickly swiped them, putting them outside on the floor in the hallway.

When she walked back into the room, her face was a deep red colour and she looked flustered.

“Sorry, again. I really would have cleaned if—” Elizabeth started.

“It’s fine,” Sade interrupted, before adding, “I like your decor.”

Elizabeth’s side of the room was filled with personality. There were band posters, a cow-shaped kettle next to a ridiculous thousand-pack of Yorkshire teabags, a sunflower rug on the ground, and random plants strewn about.

Elizabeth’s eyebrows raised. “Oh, thank you – feel free to use anything on my side of the room. We aren’t meant to keep electrical appliances in our dorms, but I have a bit of a tea addiction and so it is a necessary risk I’m willing to take.”

Sade smiled at that. “I won’t tell anyone about your secret tea stash.”

Elizabeth held out her pinkie. “You promise?”

Sade looked at Elizabeth’s fingers and remembered that they had been in close proximity with the dead rat moments ago. And so instead of hooking her own pinkie around Elizabeth’s, she simply nodded and said, “Scout’s honour.”

Elizabeth beamed, satisfied with Sade’s response.

“A little warning about me since we’re sharing secrets. I have a slight tendency to sleepwalk when I’m stressed, and on occasion, I sleep with my eyes open,” Sade added.

“Noted,” Elizabeth replied, seemingly unbothered by this fact.

They had an understanding.

“Well, now that’s sorted, I suppose I better show you the rest of the school, then. We have a lot to cover.”

After another hour and a half of wandering around the campus, Sade deduced Alfred Nobel Academy was too good to be true.

Some highlights of the tour included the school aquarium, the lucky fountain in the front that she had somehow missed when she had arrived, and the Starry Night Library – which apparently housed several special editions of her favourite books.

By the time they were finished, it was already lunchtime and Sade could hear the sound of students shuffling about, a low rumble of voices rising nearby.

They were now by the main entrance again. Elizabeth was getting Sade her lunch card from Miss Blackburn, leaving Sade to come down from the high of the tour. She found herself taking in the main entrance hall again, like she had done before, this time through a new set of eyes. The room was not as impressive as she had originally thought it was, now that she had seen the other rooms and buildings at the school. The wooden panels across the walls were dull and a little scratched. The rounded windows weren’t as striking as the stained-glass ones in the Starry Night Library. And the chandelier above did not glitter as much as the ones in the dining hall.

As she looked up, though, she caught sight of the painting she had seen earlier, and squinting, could make out a few shapes and figures.

“Cool painting, right?” Elizabeth asked, looking up with her now.

Sade nodded. It was more than cool. It was somehow both glamorous and sad at the same time. Something about the colours. They were soft but also harsh, and the way the faces were drawn were as eerie as they were beautiful.

“It’s called The Crying Lady. It was commissioned by the headmaster at the time, who was apparently having an affair with the painter. I always loved the story behind it,” Elizabeth said.

“What’s the story?” Sade asked, taking in more details she hadn’t spotted before. Like the tears streaming down the faces of the women in the painting, the pained expressions behind their eyes, and the forced smiles on their lips. Their expressions unmasked their lies, hidden behind their beautifully drawn faces.

Sade noticed the birds for the first time too. Different colours, ranging from blue to red to copper yellow. Each bird caged and each cage gripped in the hand of one of the weeping women.

“The artist, Madame Alarie, wife to the abusive alcoholic Monsieur Alarie, decided one day that she’d had enough of his bullshit and poisoned his dinner,” Elizabeth said.

Sade looked at the birds, focusing in on the blue one – the one that, unlike the others, seemed to have its mouth open. She noticed that its cage was slightly open too.

The story felt like it completed the painting somehow; Sade could see it clearly now.

“Madame Alarie sounds like a legend,” Sade said.

“I agree,” a smooth voice came from behind them.

Sade startled and turned to find the source, a pink-haired boy with brown skin and a wide dimpled smile. His arms wrapped around Elizabeth, chin resting on her shoulder.

Sade noticed the immediate change in Elizabeth’s expression; it was like his presence was a light switch, her face brightening at the sight of him. She wondered if he was Elizabeth’s boyfriend or something.

“Fucking hell, you scared the shit out of me,” Elizabeth yelled, hitting the pink-haired stranger on the head.

“I’m sorry – won’t happen again,” he said with a grin that told Sade that it would most definitely happen again. “Is this your new roommate?” he asked, pulling away from Elizabeth.

She nodded. “Baz, Sade, Sade, Baz.”

The boy – Baz – smiled at Sade and waved. “I like your name,” he said.

Sade had never had someone compliment her name before. “Thanks, I like yours too – is it short for something?” she asked.

He nodded. “Basil, like the herb. My mother likes salad.”

Sade nodded slowly, unsure of whether this cheerful boy was being serious or not.

“How did your German test go? I received your urgent sandwich texts,” Elizabeth said to Basil, and then turned to Sade. “We send each other sandwich emojis when there’s an emergency. It’s like an extra dramatic SOS.”

“It was dreadful. On the sandwich scale, I would say it was a three.”

This made Elizabeth’s expression shift suddenly into mild shock, like this made perfect sense. “Fucking hell, that bad?”

Sade, on the other hand, still wasn’t quite following.

He nodded solemnly. “At least I won’t have to see Mr Müller until Wednesday. He can yell at me then, even though it’s his fault for assigning a test that was at a level-three sandwich crisis.”

“I’m sure it won’t be that bad,” Elizabeth said as she ruffled his hair, patting his head softly. “Speaking of sandwiches, we should head to lunch.”

“Oh good, I’m starving,” Baz said brightly, the German test suddenly forgotten.

Sade nodded along, despite not being all that hungry; her nerves from that morning as well as the memory of the dead rat had kept her appetite at bay.

She gave the painting on the ceiling a final glance before tearing her eyes away from it and following the pair down the corridor.

The lunch hall – which looked more like a ballroom – was filled with uniformed students, chatting and eating in small clusters.

Sade took a plate of the daily special: pan-roasted pastry rolls layered with herbed tomato puree and a creamy blend of artisanal cheeses, and pomme frites on the side – otherwise known as pizza rolls and fries – and followed Baz and Elizabeth over to a table in the corner of the room.

Baz immediately grabbed the ketchup and squeezed a large quantity onto his plate of fries, giving it the unsavoury appearance of congealed blood.

Sade stared at her plate, slightly put off by it now.

“So, who are you exactly, Sade?” Baz asked suddenly.

She looked up, taken aback. It was a weirdly phrased question. “What?” she replied, not really knowing how else to respond.

He stared at her while continuing to drench his fries in ketchup. She could no longer see the fries any more; his plate was merely a mountain of red.

“What were you doing before you came here?” he pressed with a quizzical look.

It was a loaded question. She wasn’t sure whether to give him the rehearsed answer or the truth.

She wasn’t sure the truth was something he’d even believe.

She could feel Elizabeth and Baz watching her expectantly.

A half-truth it is.

“I was homeschooled before. My dad travelled a lot for work, so it was easier that way.”

Baz’s eyebrows raised like he was impressed. “What’s that like?”

“Homeschool?” she asked.

He nodded.

Sade thought back to her memories of home and then replied: “Honestly, quite boring.”

“Well, I can assure you there’s nothing boring about this school,” Elizabeth muttered with scorn, cutting into her pizza rolls now.

Baz smiled at that. “How are you finding ANA so far?” he asked, passing what remained of the ketchup along to Elizabeth.

“I like it – Elizabeth gave me a tour of the school grounds; it’s really stunning.”

Baz smiled and gave Elizabeth a look. “Has she given you the real tour of the school yet?”

Elizabeth sighed. “Ignore him, he’s full of shit.”

Sade quirked an eyebrow. “What’s the real tour?”

“The only one that matters. The tour of the people, the cliques, the gossip, everything you’ll need to know in order to survive this place. Knowledge is power.”

“See, full of it,” Elizabeth said, with a small smile. Baz elbowed her softly before turning back to Sade.

“You want the tour?” he asked in an almost whisper, like he was daring her.

Sade took the ketchup now and squeezed some onto her own plate. “Go on,” she replied.

Baz grinned, then scanned the room, before nodding at one of the tables in the corner. “Over there we have the Oxbridge and Ivy League lot – the ones who think they’re better than everyone. When in fact, they’re as messed up as the rest of us – just happen to be good at exams. That girl over there, the one with the blonde highlights, she got mono from her boyfriend and gave it to his ex-best friend and sworn enemy.”

Sade watched the girl sitting beside a blond guy she assumed must have been her boyfriend, noticing the way the girl kept glancing at another guy across the table from them – who looked as guilty as she did.

“Then over there, you have the theatre nerds; their speciality is randomly breaking out in song and pissing everyone off in the process. But I digress. That guy back there, I heard that at the last Hawking party, he almost killed the orange-haired fellow over there because of a ‘missing’ stash of pills…” Baz gestured to a red-headed guy at a different table.

“He’s on the swim team, which is significant because swimmer boy is the stepson of the headmaster and would probably be banished if found with said drugs…”

Baz was throwing so much information at her that it was getting increasingly hard to follow.

“What’s a Hawking party?” Sade asked instead of trying to understand what he had just said.

“They’re essentially high school frat parties thrown by the lowlifes who occupy Hawking House,” Elizabeth muttered, eating her pot of jelly and scrolling through her phone.

“A lot of people would kill to get an invite, Lizzie – myself included. I heard that at the last party, one of the fourth years gifted a Rolex watch to each guest,” Baz said, his eyes wide.

“Baz, you already have a Rolex,” Elizabeth said.

“Yes, but it’s not the same as being gifted one by an attractive senior named Chad.”

“Sounds like a lot of fun,” Sade said.

“Far from it,” Elizabeth replied just as Baz exclaimed, “I bet it is.”

The two began to bicker and Sade found herself zoning out, now watching other groups in the lunch hall and making her own observations. It was like witnessing a social experiment, this seemingly primitive instinct to split off and go into these little groups. It was so different from her home life and reminded her of movies she had grown up watching. She wondered whether people were aware of how many clichés they fulfilled on a daily basis.

Between the cliques, the unpleasant matron, and the drama, Sade wouldn’t be surprised if she turned around and a camera crew along with a studio audience were there watching her first day of high school unfold like a scene out of The Truman Show.

A sudden shift in the air pulled her from her thoughts.

The loud rumble of voices in the hall began to soften, heads turning to the entrance of the room.

Sade turned too, wondering what had caused the abrupt change.

And that’s when she saw them: the three girls who had captured everyone’s interest.

Sade watched as they took their seats at one of the tables in the centre, seemingly unaware of the way their presence transformed the room.

“Who are they?” Sade asked Baz, staring at the girls, eyes drifting to the blonde with the brown skin and those 1920s finger waves in her hair. She looked as though she had stepped out from a painting – they all did.

“The wildly attractive girls who just walked in?” Baz asked, looking in the same direction as her.

Sade nodded.

“People call them a lot of things: she-devils, the wicked bitches of the west, and my favourite, the Unholy Trinity. Dramatic names, but pretty accurate if you know even a little bit about them. I heard that they get together on the weekends and perform demonic rituals in order to keep their skin blemish free.”

“Baz, don’t tell me you actually believe that,” Elizabeth said, giving him a deadpan expression.

“Hey, I’m a social anthropologist. I’m just reporting what I hear!” he replied, holding his hands up.

“Are they popular?” Sade asked. In every movie about cliques, there were always the popular ones.

“I guess so, yeah. Not in the same way the Diamond Ring are – those are the girls whose families come from the oldest money you can imagine,” he said, gesturing to a group of glamorous-looking girls on a different table. “The Unholy Trinity are more popular for being pretty, which is honestly a goal of mine,” Baz said.

Sade chewed on one of her fries, watching the blonde again, feeling the hairs on her arms raise and her chest vibrate.

She looked at the other two: a South Asian girl with dark olive skin and long black wavy hair that seemed to flow down past her lower back, and in between them both, possibly the most objectively beautiful girl she had ever seen. And Sade clearly wasn’t the only one who had noticed. The girl had everyone glancing her way, though she seemed unconcerned with the hold she had over the people of the lunch hall. She had long, bone-straight black hair, dark skin, and reminded Sade of a younger, curvier Naomi Campbell.

Baz spoke again in a lowered tone. “The one with the hair is Juliette de Silva. She’s the goalie of the girls’ lacrosse team and has an encyclopaedic knowledge of everyone and everything… Allegedly her dad owns the guy who owns that giant tech company.”

Sade wasn’t sure if Baz was being serious, but from the look on his face there didn’t seem to be irony in his words.

“The blonde, scary one is Persephone Stuart. I heard that she once chopped off a guy’s…appendage…in his sleep because he stared at her too long, and now she keeps it in a jar in her room,” he continued, rather casually. “And the one in the middle is their leader, April Owens – she actually used to be Elizabeth’s roommate.”

Elizabeth didn’t look too happy with Baz offering up that information.

“What happened?” Sade asked.

Elizabeth gave Baz a death glare before stabbing her lunch with a fork. “Nothing. People change roommates all the time; it’s not that big of a deal – can we stop talking about them now? They’re just girls.”

Sade remembered Miss Blackburn’s comment earlier about transfers being a rare occurrence but decided to drop it, not wanting to make Elizabeth upset and ruin what might potentially be her only friendship for the rest of her time at Alfred Nobel Academy.

Elizabeth’s face dulled once again. Sade wondered what the history was there. It was clear it was nothing good.

Baz looked like he felt bad. In what seemed to be a peace offering, he silently pushed his jelly pot over to Elizabeth and she accepted it with a faint “thank you”. It made him smile.

Something about the way the two interacted felt intimate. The sort of intimacy that you share with those you’ve known for an entire lifetime. Sade felt something twist inside and she swallowed the permanent lump in her throat.

Tearing her eyes away from them, she examined the hall again, focusing on others instead of her own internal demons.

Without meaning to, her gaze landed on the unholy trio once more, and she let herself get lost in them.

It was so easy to.

It made sense that their beauty was what they were well-known for. Even she was under their effortless spell.

Her eyes focused in on April, who was applying a thin layer of gloss to her lips. Then on Juliette, who was laughing at something someone must have said. Then, slowly, her gaze shifted towards the blonde she had spotted first, stopping short at a pair of curious eyes.

The blonde girl – Persephone, Baz had said her name was – was sipping from a glass, her head slightly tilted, her eyebrow arched as though she was considering something.

But most importantly, she was watching Sade too.
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Sade had only been at the boarding school for a few short hours, but she already had the feeling that something bad was about to happen.

She could feel the dread piling up in her stomach, the squeezing in her chest that usually followed one of her irrational thoughts about an impending doom encroaching on her otherwise dull life.

It was a panic attack. An irritating side effect of her disorderly thoughts and feelings.

This was a mistake, the voice in her head whispered. You should never have come.

That pesky voice fed her lies and exacerbated truths. It usually grew louder when she was confronted with something new or scary – like a completely new home, new school, new everything.

A memory floated aimlessly in her mind. Coming and going as it pleased, it made the dread in the pit of her stomach rise even more.

Whenever she’d have a particularly bad panic attack, her mum would always take her face in her hands and kiss her forehead, whispering, “Hey, now, adie kekere…the sky has not yet fallen.”

Somehow, hearing her mum say those words, hearing the nickname she’d given her, adie kekere – chicken little – would pull her out of her personal sinking ship.

Now that her mum was no longer here to calm the storm, her brain found other imperfect ways to deal with the dread. Sometimes she’d wake up screaming, her subconscious tortured by night terrors. Other times, she’d simply sleepwalk. Wandering around the house, searching aimlessly for an unknown thing. Mostly, though, it would just manifest in this. These misplaced anxiety attacks.

It was like constantly being haunted by herself, with no reprieve from the ghosts inside her.

The same dread-inducing memory persisted. First pausing, as though the disc in her mind was faulty, then rewinding, playing, stopping at the same twisted frame over and over again—

“You okay?” Elizabeth asked, looking concerned, while a puzzled Baz stared down at her too.

Sade sank her nails into her palms, relaxing at the feel of her nerve endings singing, grounding her in the entryway of Turing once again.

She nodded. “Sorry – got lost for a moment there – what were you saying?”

“I asked if you wanted to see the greenhouse. It’s not fancy, but as the president of biology club I’m the only student with access so I like to chill there sometimes,” Elizabeth said.

“You’re the president of biology club?” Sade asked.

“Well…she was before they kicked her out for killing the class rabbit,” Baz said.

Elizabeth whacked him. “One, it was the class hamster, and two, I did not kill Mr Fluffy. That’s a rumour. But anyway, I still have the keys. Want to come up with us?” Elizabeth said, dangling them in front of Sade.

It was already past seven p.m. Sade was hoping to explore more of the school grounds by herself before the nine p.m. curfew, seeing as the tour could only cover so much. After lunch, Basil had gone back to his classes and Elizabeth had shown Sade around more rooms and buildings on the large expanse of the school grounds while they waited for Basil’s last-period classes to end. Despite spending the entire day showing Sade around, Elizabeth had barely scratched the surface of the school’s amenities and there were still places Sade wanted to see.

Her mind went back to the shadows in the Hawking House window from earlier.

“Sure,” Sade replied, not wanting to turn Elizabeth down and jeopardize her first real chance at friendship.

Besides, she still had some time.

“Actually I’ll have to rain check. I have rowing practice until nine,” Baz said.

“Oh yes, how could I forget,” Elizabeth replied with a sly smile. “Baz joined the rowing team this year because of that guy from Hawking… What was his name again? Kyle…Kieran—”

“His name is Kwame, and I didn’t join because of him, I joined because I find the waters calming. But anyway, as much as I enjoy speaking with you both, I need to go,” he said, wearing an expression that told Sade that it was definitely about this Kwame guy.

“Bring me back something with chocolate,” Elizabeth said as he hugged her.

“I’ll try,” he said, kissing her forehead gently before pulling back.

Sade watched, feeling like the third wheel to a married couple. She’d noticed them exchange glances throughout the day, as though they were reading each other’s minds, and noticed the way Elizabeth’s guarded exterior peeled away when Baz was near. Seeing their friendship was…nice. Sade had once known what it felt like to have someone so close they could see every single one of your thoughts in a single glance. She knew what it was like to love a friend so deeply, they were the only person in the entire world who saw all the sharp, jagged edges of you and didn’t run away.

Baz then turned to Sade. “Are you a hugger?”

Sade shook her head. “Not really.”

Baz nodded, looking pensive for a brief moment. “We’ll have to come up with a secret handshake,” he said.

“A secret handshake?” Sade replied, her eyebrows furrowed.

“Yes, and it will be really awesome.”

“I don’t know if I’ll remember all the steps, but sure,” she said.

He seemed satisfied with that. “Send me a sandwich if you’re in need of my services, otherwise I’ll see you guys later,” he said, walking backwards now. “It was nice hanging out with you today, Sade,” Baz finished with a smile, before giving them a final wave and walking away, down the hall and out of the entrance of the Turing dormitory.

They both watched him go, Elizabeth’s face returning to the one Sade had met earlier that day. The one with the cold expression and sad eyes. It was as though when Baz left, the mask she had been wearing quickly eroded away.

“Let’s head on up – the greenhouse is on the roof of the science building,” Elizabeth said, moving her hair out of her face and tying it up with a gold hairband.

“Cool.” Sade was unsure whether or not to ask if Elizabeth was okay. After all, they hardly knew each other.

Still, Sade couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. But as she followed Elizabeth, she reminded herself of the lesson life had taught her.

Not all her feelings reflected reality and not everyone needed saving.

As they walked out of Turing, Sade felt the panic from earlier rise and fall, floating gently on the surface, daring her to sink. The same haunting memory surfaced along with it, followed by the familiar hiss of the voice in her head.

You should never have come.

The greenhouse was filled with monsters.

Or as Elizabeth called them: Monstera deliciosa, otherwise known as the Swiss cheese plant.

“…It’s not so much about its edibility but rather its resemblance to cheese; very hard to kill too, known to be resilient and low maintenance, easy to keep as a plant pet,” Elizabeth continued, gesturing to the large plants in the corners of the greenhouse with holes in their leaves. “Like the others, I try to water this one every seven days, otherwise no one else will – the caretaker is useless. Without me, most of these plants would shrivel up and die.”

The greenhouse had many plants like this, with strange names and even stranger appearances. Sade had reached out to touch one and she swore it bit her.

Elizabeth had spent the last twenty minutes introducing Sade to all the weird and wonderful plants that were housed here. It was clear the plants meant a lot to her.

Sade’s favourite so far was the hooded skullcap – despite its name, it was not in fact shaped like a skull.

“I’m probably boring you with this plant talk,” Elizabeth said.

“Not at all, I found it informative,” Sade replied, which was true. She had never heard someone sound so interested in plants and nature. “So you like biology?” she asked.

Elizabeth nodded. “I want to be a botanist when I’m older. Unlike people, plants are honest. If they’re hungry, they tell you.”

Sade had never thought of plants in that way. “That’s really deep.”

Elizabeth looked at Sade and gave her a small smile. She reached behind some of the potted plants and pulled out a small pot with blue flowers.

“Here,” she said, handing the pot to Sade. “These are forget-me-not flowers.”

Sade took it reluctantly.

“A ‘welcome to ANA’ present,” Elizabeth added.

Sade examined the weird blue plant. “Thanks.”

“You should name it. I find that plants respond better when you name them,” Elizabeth said as she walked out of the small greenhouse and took a seat on the rooftop.

Sade looked down at the forget-me-nots. “I
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“Something s rotten in the state of Denmark.”—Hanlet,
Act1, Scene IV, William Shakespeare





