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            Prologue

         
         This is it, the last time you’ll kiss me. I want to burn it into my heart, inscribe every touch so that later, in that dark
            place, I’ll be able to run my fingers over the memory, feel the worn grooves of it against my skin. A spell for not forgetting,
            a spell for not disappearing.
         

         
         It’s midnight, and the moon is a pale sliver in the black velvet sky, less luminous than your eyes. The long fragrant branches
            of a weeping willow reach and sway, forming a lover’s canopy around us, so that I can almost forget the others who circle
            us with their burning candles, their chanting voices. You reach out a too-warm hand to cup my cheek. My breath hitches.
         

         
         Your lips touch mine, your tears wet against my cheeks. It’s a soft, gentle kiss, already grieving for this memory, this time,
            the two of us.
         

         
         Then, too soon, there’s the knife and the pain and the ground opening up beneath me.

         
         I’m alone in the dark.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         There are two Corbin Colleges. During the day, Corbin is all autumn leaves and fluttering scarves—a postcard-perfect campus.
            But as I rush down this dimly lit, deserted sidewalk, I’m in the grip of nighttime Corbin, a different creature altogether.
            Just a few hours after sunset, Corbin has become a place of shadows and whispers, millions of trees creaking in the dark.
            Fog drifts up from the ground, muffling every sound except those nearest. The green hills of Appalachia seem to loom and lean,
            closing me in.
         

         
         But it’s not the dark or anything it might hold that I’m afraid of. Public failure is a far more frightening specter, one
            I’ll be facing the second I walk into the lit club’s reading to share my work for the first time. I’m already five minutes
            late, and I haven’t even written the story’s ending yet, so I break into a run when I see the English building. It’s a stately,
            red-bricked thing, with perfectly symmetrical windows full of light, inviting me in from the dark and the cold—as if I’m not
            safer out here in the fog, far from the threat of public humiliation.
         

         
         I jog up the stairs and through the heavy front doors, making my way down the hall to the largest of the classrooms, a lecture hall built like a small auditorium. I slip inside, trying to make as little noise as possible as I hurry down the aisle. But I needn’t have bothered. They haven’t started yet. Students mill around, sipping sodas and laughing at jokes like they aren’t the least bit nervous about the lit club’s flash fiction reading. They’re mostly English majors, but they look like all the Corbin students do: well-dressed and self-assured, a sea of wealthy private school kids whose parents have ensured they will never have to know the cost of their education, let alone pay for it. 

         
         As soon as I find my seat, I yank out my unfinished story and start scribbling. I only had a half hour to write it while I
            scarfed down lunch between classes. It’s basically Jane Eyre fan fiction, and it’s got that gangly first-draft energy, all awkward sentences and overblown exposition. It’s also the most
            cringey self-insert garbage I’ve ever written, and I know it. A young writer who has to teach high school English to pay off
            her college debt? It’s a painfully obvious look at my future, and everyone will see straight through it.
         

         
         But that can’t be helped now. I jot down a final line and skim the pages quickly, looking for anything I can improve in the
            next thirty seconds. The opening is weak. I scratch it out and add a sentence to the top: I sat by the window in the train, watching the dusty moors sweep by. It’s a little better, but not much. I find a few unnecessary adverbs and cross them out, fix a dangling modifier, cut the
            passive voice.
         

         
         Finally, too disgusted to look at my own words any longer and desperate for a distraction, I scan the room for someone to talk to. I recognize the twenty or so other English majors from the orientation meeting the department held six weeks ago. They all seem to have brought friends—more people to watch me totally bomb my first reading. Even still, I wish I’d had someone to ask along for moral support. The room buzzes with warmth and energy, but I feel outside of it, left out in the cold. I’ve been so busy with work and trying to keep up with classes that I haven’t really had time to go to the mixers. Still, there must be someone here I know. I brace myself and study the crowd again. 

         
         Britney Prins, a creative writing major with unnervingly perfect eyebrows and an obsession with Sally Rooney, sees me looking
            at her group and gives me a polite smile. Was it an invitation to join them? I wait to see if she’ll catch my eye again, but
            she doesn’t. It’s always so hard to read the students at Corbin. Back home if someone didn’t like you, there was nothing subtle
            about it. But here, there’s a whole system of slights and innuendos that I always seem to read incorrectly.
         

         
         I still haven’t decided whether to go over when someone touches my elbow. 

         
         “Tara, right?” Dr. Coraline asks. He’s the lit club’s faculty sponsor. He’s handsome in a late-forties kind of way, with sandy
            hair falling across his forehead.
         

         
         I nod, summoning up a weak smile.

         
         “There’s a problem with the mic, so we’re not going to start for a few more minutes. Feel free to mingle.” He nods toward
            the group of English majors I’d been watching. “If I remember correctly from your orientation survey, you and Britney are
            both fans of Rilke.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I say, a blush starting at my neck. “Okay, sure.” I did mention Rilke in that survey, but I suspect this is more about my pathetic social skills than literary kinship. I walk mechanically toward the group, already feeling my shoulders rolling in, arms wrapping protectively around my middle. 

         
         When I join Britney’s circle, everyone goes silent. 

         
         “Hi,” I say.

         
         More silence. I’ve broken into the flow of their conversation.

         
         “I’m Tara?” My voice goes up at the end, turning my name into a question.

         
         They look at me expectantly, as if waiting for me deliver news. As the silence drags on, I start to panic. 

         
         “Dr. Coraline wanted me to let people know the mic isn’t working, so we won’t start for a while,” I say, desperately seizing
            onto the lie. “Sorry to interrupt.” The blush goes all the way up my face, and I know they can see it.
         

         
         “Thanks, Theresa,” Britney says with a big pitying smile. She starts to say something to the others.

         
         “Oh, it’s Tara actually,” I say.

         
         “Right, sorry.” Britney grimaces at me. “We were talking about how much we love Evelyn Waugh.”

         
         “Oh, I’ve always wanted to read her,” I say.

         
         Britney raises her spectacular eyebrows, her mouth opening slightly. Someone else laughs.

         
         “Evelyn Waugh was a man,” Britney’s boyfriend, Bobby, says, a smirk on his lips. He fiddles with a small ivory inlaid box
            that I think is a cigarette case. “Brideshead Revisited? A Handful of Dust?”
         

         
         I close my eyes, embarrassment washing over me. I’d mixed up Evelyn Waugh and Edith Wharton. “Of course. I meant—”

         
         “You know, Brideshead Revisited has made me consider doing that study abroad program at Oxford,” Britney says to Bobby. She angles her body away from me,
            toward the others. I want to flee back to my seat, but I make myself stand there, nodding and smiling like an automaton without
            comprehending a word that anyone says. Dr. Coraline catches my eye and shoots me a thumbs-up, clearly proud of himself for
            drawing me out of my isolation.
         

         
         I glance at my watch and wonder if I ought to just bail on the reading. It’s already been a long day, I’m tired, and I’m wasting
            precious time here. I still have homework to do before my janitorial shift tonight. I’ll be lucky if I get to bed by two before
            I’m up again at seven to shelve library books. But if I don’t make myself participate in these lit club readings, I’ll never
            get any better at my writing. And then what’s the point of coming to a school like this?
         

         
         “Look,” Britney says, the tone of her voice changing. 

         
         It jogs me out of my spiraling thoughts. The others turn, and I do too, just as a trio of freshmen from Magni Viri walk in.
            Two girls and a guy, deep in conversation. They’re as well-dressed and self-assured as all the other students, but they look
            slightly hungover, their eyes red-rimmed, their clothes wrinkled like they slept in them. I only know one of them, a girl
            with waist-length curly red hair and pale ivory skin, dressed all in black except for the checkered laces in her Doc Martens.
            Meredith Brown, the English department’s fastest rising star.
         

         
         I bet she knows who Evelyn Waugh is.
         

         
         “What do you think that’s about?” Britney asks the others.

         
         She means the argument the MV kids are clearly having. Meredith’s eyebrows are drawn together in a scowl, her lips moving
            fast. The boy is shaking his head vehemently. It looks like a pretty serious disagreement, but given Magni Viri’s reputation,
            it’s probably an intellectual debate we mere mortals cannot comprehend.
         

         
         I strain to catch their words, but their voices are hushed.

         
         “Probably deciding whose turn it is to sacrifice a virgin,” Bobby says in a low voice.

         
         “What?” I look away from the MV kids. “What are you talking about?”

         
         “Haven’t you heard the rumors?” Britney asks, apparently more willing to talk to my uncultured self now that there’s gossip
            to be had.
         

         
         “You mean about them being a cult?” I’ve heard that rumor plenty of times, and it’s not completely unwarranted. Magni Viri
            students rarely hang out with anyone outside their academic society. They live only with each other, study only with each
            other, date only each other. Even their dorm building, Denfeld Hall, is completely inaccessible to the rest of us. Legend
            has it that no one outside of Magni Viri has ever set foot inside. Denfeld is perched at the very edge of campus, looming
            from its hillside like a dark angel surveying the graveyard below. It’s one of the few original buildings on campus still
            standing, a stone mansion like something out of a Gothic romance.
         

         
         “They’re not just a cult. They’re a secret society,” Bobby says.

         
         “How can they be a secret society if we know about them?” I ask. It comes out snarkier than I intended. “I mean, they’re not like Yale’s Skull and Bones. They’re a registered academic society that anyone can apply to. I applied.” 
         

         
         Magni Viri is clearly too rarefied for someone like me, but of course I wanted a chance at free tuition, free room and board,
            and incredible connections.
         

         
         “The academic society is just Magni Viri’s public face. But they have a whole dark underbelly,” Bobby says, lowering his voice,
            his eyes lighting up with lurid interest. “My dad went here, and when he was a student, he saw them perform a satanic ritual
            under a full moon.”
         

         
         “A satanic ritual?” I ask. This boy is such a tool.

         
         “I’m serious. They’re super creepy. My dad had wanted to join Magni Viri, but after what he saw, he was glad he got rejected.
            He said even if I’d been accepted, he wouldn’t let me join.”
         

         
         I nearly roll my eyes. Of course two generations of entitled rich people will choose to believe that an academic society is
            some nefarious underground organization rather than accept their own mediocrity. 
         

         
         “Sure,” I say.

         
         “Believe what you want,” Bobby says indignantly. “But I’m glad those creepy fucks keep to themselves.” He ties his scarf more
            securely, as if the thought of Magni Viri gave him a chill.
         

         
         I shoot a final surreptitious glance at the Magni Viri kids, who have settled into seats near the back of the auditorium. They don’t look creepy to me. They look like the luckiest people alive. Full scholarships, academic support, connections I can only dream of. And best of all, a built-in friend group. Every time I see a group of them, their lives knitted so tight together, I feel my loneliness like a broken rib, an ache spreading through my entire body. I’m just as jealous as Bobby and every other Magni Viri reject at Corbin College. Though at least I’m more honest about it. 

         
         I can’t help but imagine what my life would be like if I’d been accepted to Magni Viri. I could have majored in creative writing
            instead of the more practical English-for-teachers track. I’d have time to write. I wouldn’t need to work two campus jobs
            to make ends meet. I wouldn’t be drowning in loneliness as just another face in freshman housing.
         

         
         But Magni Viri didn’t want me. They wanted Meredith Brown.

         
         If I’m honest, sometimes I feel like she’s living the life I should have had.

         
          

         By the time they get the mic working, it’s seven thirty. I ask Dr. Coraline if he can make sure I’m in an early slot since
            I have to work tonight. 
         

         
         “Just not first,” I say, and he laughs and puts me down for second place.

         
         I go back to reading over my story, already hating every word of it. I only look up when the overhead lights go down. Dr.
            Coraline hurries to the mic to introduce the first student . . . Meredith Brown. I immediately regret having to go second.
         

         
         Meredith stands tall at the front of the dim room, long curly red hair blazing in the single light trained on her. Her alabaster skin seems to glow, as if it has swallowed up all the other light in the room. 

         
         “This story is called ‘Incubus,’” she says in a slow, steady voice, the barest trace of a wealthy Southern accent softening
            her vowels. She holds a few printed pages in her hand, but she doesn’t even glance at them. Head tilted up, green eyes on
            the audience, she recites her story from memory—or perhaps she creates it on the spot, drawing the words up from some secret
            well inside her.
         

         
         After her first few sentences, everyone around me has stopped breathing. It might be because Meredith is one of the most beautiful
            people any of us has ever seen, or it might be because her words have woven a spell around us that we’re afraid to break.
            I suspect it’s a bit of both. No one shifts in their chair, clears their throat, leans over to whisper to a friend like they
            usually do at these readings. Most college-aged writers haven’t exactly mastered the art of commanding a room.
         

         
         But Meredith has. She speaks, and we listen. She does not fidget, play with her hair, adjust the cuffs of her blazer, or pull
            at the neck of her shirt. She doesn’t look down, sweat, shake with nerves. Her voice is as steady and even as her gaze. She
            tells us her story. She holds us in thrall.
         

         
         It’s a strange, surreal story, like a waking nightmare. All sly allusion, evasive as a dream you can’t remember, but it builds a slow dread inside your chest. I’m not even sure what the story is about, but I’m shivering by the time she’s finished, my heart pounding and my eyes darting to the shadowy corners of the room, my arms squeezed tight over my chest. My breath comes short. 

         
         “Thank you,” Meredith says, with a simple nod, as if she hasn’t undone an entire roomful of people with her words. 

         
         The audience erupts into applause. I clap too, torn between envy and awe as I watch her step down from the stage in her tailored
            clothing and stride confidently down the aisle to sit with her friends.
         

         
         Dr. Coraline takes Meredith’s place at the mic. “Thank you, Mer. That was . . . brilliant. Truly brilliant.” He shakes his
            head in wonder. “Next up is”—he glances at his clipboard—“Tara Boone.”
         

         
         I close my eyes for a moment and consider getting out of my chair and leaving the room. It isn’t fair to make me follow that,
            to make me follow her.
         

         
         “Tara?” Dr. Coraline asks, peering out into the lecture hall, his blond eyebrows raised hopefully behind his glasses. “Tara
            Boone? Are you still here?”
         

         
         I shove to my feet with a squeak of protest from the chair and walk doggedly to the front of the room, my notebook gripped
            in one sweating hand. I can imagine what everyone sees when they look at me—the exact opposite of Meredith. I tug self-consciously
            at my fuzzy brown sweater, hating the way it sticks to my clammy skin. Once at the front, I push my shoulder-length dirty-blond
            hair behind both ears and squint at the audience. It isn’t such a big crowd, only about forty people altogether. But it’s
            forty more people than I’ve ever read my work to.
         

         
         My hands tremble as I open the notebook. I swallow, loudly, audibly, into the microphone. People in the audience start to whisper to one another, already losing interest in anything I might have to say. I feel Meredith’s cool gaze on me from the back of the auditorium, and once again I consider walking out of this room, dropping out of college, and never returning to the state of Tennessee as long as I live. 

         
         “This story is called ‘The Lady on the Train,’” I say, hating how my voice shakes. “It’s—it’s a work in progress.” I read
            the story quickly, with terrible inflection, stumbling over the words. I never lift my eyes from the page. I can hear the
            hollow way the words fall in the room, clumsy and entirely without force. I might as well be rattling off the weather report
            for all the impact my story makes.
         

         
         The dull sound of my own voice, the tremor of my hands holding the notebook, the awkward silence of the room around me all
            builds a slow, smoldering anger inside me as I read, until I’m practically spitting the words. If I didn’t have to work two
            campus jobs to survive, I might have more time to write. If I didn’t have to take the English department’s secondary education
            track so I’d have a chance of a job after I leave college, I might get to develop my writing craft. If I’d been accepted to
            Magni Viri like Meredith was, I wouldn’t have any of these problems. I could be just as good a writer as she is. I wouldn’t
            have to worry about how to pay for my tuition. I wouldn’t already be stressing about the student debt I’m going to have. I
            wouldn’t be exhausted and barely keeping my head above water. I’d be holding this room captive just like she did.
         

         
         Instead, I’m failing in every possible way.

         
         After I read the last words of the story, I don’t bother to thank the audience or wait for their applause. I stalk from the stage, snatch up my backpack, and head for the door. I know it’s rude of me, but I can’t stand to sit here and listen to a dozen stories that are so much better than mine. 

         
         When I pass by Meredith, surrounded by her group of friends, her eyes meet mine for an electric, fleeting second. I expect
            to see mockery there, but instead she gives me a searching glance that seems to see straight through my skin and bones to
            what’s underneath. I shiver and look away, wanting nothing more than to get out of this room, as far from perfect Meredith
            Brown as possible.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         The moment I step inside my dorm room, I wish I’d gone to the library instead to study before my janitorial shift. My roommate,
            Helena, is here. She looks up from her laptop and blinks at me for a few seconds before turning back to her work. Helena is
            a business major from Connecticut whose pale blond hair lives in a permanently sleek ponytail, whose skin has the poreless
            sheen of porcelain, whose words are clipped and precise. Her side of the room looks like an interior designer put it together.
            She decided after one conversation with me on move-in day that I wasn’t worth her time and has barely said another word to
            me since. I hardly mind since she did little more than grill me about my career plans and call my accent “sweet.” When she
            does bother to talk to me, she’s polite in a waspish way, but I overheard her on the phone with her mom once saying she expected
            a “higher caliber” student body. It was pretty clear she meant me.
         

         
         So I do my best to ignore her right back. I toss my things onto my bed and then collapse there too. I lie still, staring at
            the ceiling, the horrible reading running over and over again in my head. I listen to Helena’s fingers tap-tap-tapping on
            the keys and feel hot tears forming at the corners of my eyes.
         

         
         Is every year at Corbin going to be this hard, this grueling, this lonely? I think I made a mistake coming here. I think I overshot. I should have gone to community college or at least a state school. I don’t know why I thought I could do this. Why I thought my life could be different, could be more. When I got waitlisted, my mom told me a college like this wasn’t for people like us, that I should set my sights closer to home. If she were still talking to me, I might call her up and tell her she was right. 

         
         But I was so sure of myself back then, so convinced I was going to get everything I dreamed of. High school had been easy.
            The teachers didn’t expect much from a bunch of kids whose parents mined potash, waited tables, drew unemployment. There was
            nothing for me there, so I took as many online dual-enrollment courses as I could and graduated a year early, a month before
            my seventeenth birthday. I just wanted to get out of there, be someone else. Start my life. My real life.
         

         
         I shouldn’t have been in such a rush. Because back home, I might have been the weird, nearly friendless smart girl who read
            at pep rallies and always knew the answers in class. But here—here I’m not even that.
         

         
         Instead, I am . . . no one. Nothing. Unremarkable. Another face in the crowd. A girl who writes half-finished stories that
            no one will ever like or remember.
         

         
         The loneliness washes over me so powerfully that I almost can’t stand it. I pull out my phone and scroll through Instagram to distract myself. I pause on a photo of Robin, my best friend from home. She smiles at the camera with her face pressed against her boyfriend Charlie’s. They’re both in band uniforms. She looks happy. 

         
         I click on her profile and scroll through all her recent photos. It’s mostly her and Charlie, or her and other kids from band.
            There aren’t any recent ones of me, which was more or less my own doing. After I started taking online classes, Robin and
            I drifted. She got busy with band, and I was always at work, trying to save up for a car to get me to college.
         

         
         I have to scroll a long way to get to a photo of her and me. We’re at the river, both in bathing suits, and I’m holding her
            up out of the water like she’s a giant baby. We’re both laughing. Right after the photo was taken, she dunked me under the
            water. I smile at the memory and wipe a few tears off my face.
         

         
         I comment “Miss you” on the photo, then click the button to send her a private message. But my thumbs hover over the screen.
            Why should I break into her happiness with my problems? I’ve barely talked to her since I got here—we barely spoke before
            I left. And it’s not like she can help me anyway.
         

         
         I sigh and turn my phone over onto my chest. I need to stop this pity fest and get my essay that’s due tomorrow done before
            I head to work.
         

         
         I consider staying and writing my paper in bed, but the silence coming from Helena’s side of the room feels so heavy I’m afraid
            I might collapse under it, sink through the floor and into the earth.
         

         
         I hardly make a sound as I slip out of the room to find another place to haunt.

         
         Back outside, on the foggy sidewalks of nighttime Corbin, I walk slowly and tiredly to the library, my one refuge on campus. Like Denfeld Hall and the chapel, the library is a pre-1900s building, one of the few that Corbin hasn’t had to tear down or renovate into modern oblivion. Tonight it looks deliciously Gothic, hulking in the shadows like a gargoyle. 

         
         I push open the nearest of the two sets of heavy oak doors and walk beneath the arching stone doorway, my angry, dejected
            mood already starting to give way to the romance of the place. It’s as silent as a tomb tonight, and Foster, the senior philosophy
            major who works the circulation desk at night, doesn’t even look up when I pass by, earbuds in and his glazed eyes locked
            on a copy of Derrida’s Of Grammatology.
         

         
         Just as I reach the bank of carrels at the back of the first floor, my phone rings, startling me. I thought I’d silenced it
            before the reading. I yank it out of my back pocket and quickly reject the call, not even bothering to see who it is. I flick
            on the silent setting. Immediately, another call starts coming in again, mutely lighting up the screen. My phone never rings,
            so I can’t help but wonder if it might be something important. But there’s no number listed. It reads “Unknown Caller.” My
            mind starts to spin through scenarios. Maybe there’s a problem with my financial aid. Maybe Mom was in an accident. Maybe—
         

         
         I shake my head. It will probably be a scam about my nonexistent car warranty. Still, I feel compelled to answer. I swipe
            the green phone icon.
         

         
         “Hello?” I whisper. 

         
         The woman on the other end says something unintelligible.

         
         “I’m sorry?” I whisper, a little louder. “This is Tara Boone. Who is this?”

         
         A student working on a laptop at the nearest carrel turns her head sharply and scowls at me. I make an apologetic face and
            turn away from her. 
         

         
         “Hello?” I try again.

         
         Sounds come from the other end, barely discernable: the rasp of cicadas, nails scraping on wood. I glance at the screen as
            if it can explain what’s happening. The call duration reads 3:01. Three minutes. Has this gone on for three minutes already,
            or is my crappy refurbished iPhone on the fritz? It must be.
         

         
         “Hello?” I try one last time. More weird noises, and then the call disconnects. My skin has broken out in goose bumps, the
            hair at the nape of my neck prickling unpleasantly, as if charged with static electricity. I drop the phone into my backpack
            and shake out my hands, and the strange feeling passes.
         

         
         I reach the stairs and start up the three narrow, claustrophobic flights to the reading room on the fourth floor. The ancient
            stairs creak, and the fluorescent lights overhead flicker and shiver, casting strange patterns on the walls. When I finally
            make it up to the top, I breathe a sigh of relief. The reading room is the best spot in the library, especially during daytime,
            when light streams in through the huge, soaring windows and sparkles over the green and gold vines painted on the ceiling.
            It’s what I always imagined when I thought of college.
         

         
         But tonight, after Meredith’s eerie story and the creepy phone call, even this comforting space feels weirdly unsettling. The windows are dark, reflecting the room back at itself, everything vaguely warped and distorted. Shadows lurk in the corners, filling my imagination with unseen figures. The long rows of battered oak tables are mostly empty, only a few students typing tiredly on their laptops beneath the ghostly glow of green-shaded lamps, their faces shadowed and haggard. 

         
         Ignoring the shiver that runs up my spine, I settle into my favorite spot by the wall, nearest the long row of windows, and
            take a deep breath. I close my eyes, blocking out all the unnerving visuals my mind won’t stop conjuring. Instead, I let the
            ever-present smells of the library fill my senses: must, dust, old paper, stale coffee. Familiar, comforting, speaking of
            long years of thought, research, art, creation. The tightness in my chest eases. This is why I’m here, I remind myself. This is what I imagined college would be. A place to dream, write, become.
         

         
         With that thought, I try to banish the events of the night—the disastrous reading, Helena, and the weird, creepy phone call—and
            take out my laptop to get to work.
         

         
         I’m two pages into an essay for Literature of the Ancient Near East about the goddess Inanna’s descent to the underworld when
            someone lets out an ear-piercing scream that rips me from my work. I shoot to my feet.
         

         
         The handful of other students in the reading room look around, their eyes wide. Everyone is frozen, unsure what to do. My
            first thought is that there is a shooter in the building, but then I realize I’ve heard no gunshots.
         

         
         “Should we . . . ?” a white guy in an argyle sweater, sitting a few tables away from me, asks the room, his arms crossed protectively
            over his chest. 
         

         
         But no one answers and no one moves.

         
         The scream comes again—weaker this time, laced with horror. My body moves toward the sound, as if of its own accord. Across the long room and down the stairs, my heart pounding in rhythm with my boots as I thunder down the steps. I never have been able to resist answering someone’s cry for help, I think wryly. I almost didn’t make it out of my hometown because of it. 

         
         I vaguely sense people following behind me as I break onto the third floor and hear a woman’s voice, muffled by the rows of
            books. She’s weeping, moaning, whispering frantic words. I hurry toward her as quietly as I can down the long aisle, peeking
            around each row.
         

         
         On the very last one, a white woman with messy, shoulder-length gray hair stands with her back to me, eyes on the shadowy
            corner.
         

         
         “Are you—are you okay?” I ask. The woman cries out and spins toward me, her hand clutching the collar of her blouse, a shawl
            unraveling around her shoulders. She’s my professor for Intro to Gothic Lit. Behind her oversize glasses, her face is pale
            and distorted by fright, so different from how she looks in class. She’s usually smiling, lit up from within by her own enthusiasm
            for the subject. But now she looks shattered.
         

         
         “Dr. Hendrix?” I ask. “Has anything happened?”

         
         She turns away from me and gestures at the corner. “I found—I found her. Is she—is she . . . ?” The professor lets out another
            moan and claps her hand over her mouth.
         

         
         I take a step forward and peer around her. The fluorescent light overhead stutters and hums, barely casting its light onto the body that lies on the floor. Still, there’s enough illumination for me to see everything I need to know. Masses of long red hair, a pale face, green eyes open and staring. 

         
         My breath catches in my throat and lodges there, leaving my lungs burning for air. But like someone in a trance, I stumble
            forward and kneel beside the girl. I feel for a pulse at her neck. Her skin is cold. Her heart isn’t beating.
         

         
         Meredith Brown is dead.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Just a few hours ago, Meredith Brown stood in front of a roomful of people and mesmerized them with only the sound of her
            voice. How can she now be lying here on the floor of the stacks, all the life gone from her body? I kneel over her, trying
            not to think of the surge of jealousy I felt watching her stand on that stage. Of how badly I wanted what she had. Of how
            much I resented her for it. Now, in the face of such emptiness, my feelings seem hateful, almost cruel.
         

         
         I put my ear over her chest to listen for the sound of breathing. There’s no movement in her lungs, but I inhale a sweet floral
            perfume, potent enough that I can taste it. I feel the place at her wrist where a pulse should beat. It’s completely still,
            her skin like ice.
         

         
         “She’s gone,” I say to Dr. Hendrix, shaking my head. I look beyond the professor, to where a small number of students have
            gathered. “Can someone call nine-one-one?”
         

         
         A girl whips out her phone and dials.

         
         “Should we do CPR?” the guy from the reading room asks, biting his nails.

         
         I cup Meredith’s cheek and look into her eyes. “There’s no point,” I say. “She’s long, long gone. I think she’s been here for a while.” I feel numb, unreal. I feel like I’m watching myself from a distance. 

         
         “What happened to her?” someone asks.

         
         “I don’t know,” I murmur. There are no marks on her body. No blood, no bruises. Her face reveals nothing, no signs of fear
            or anger or despair. Only—
         

         
         I tilt my head. There are tear tracks on her cheeks, long since dried.

         
         What does a girl like Meredith Brown have to cry about?

         
         The light overhead flickers again, and the student who called 911 lets out a squeak and hurries away. The other students back
            away too, but Dr. Hendrix stands frozen, staring, apparently unable to comprehend what has happened.
         

         
         “Did you know Meredith?” I ask gently.

         
         Dr. Hendrix blinks at me for a moment before she nods. “She was so gifted. I’ve never had a student produce work like hers.”

         
         “She was in Magni Viri,” I say, thinking of how she walked with her friends earlier this evening, how they moved together
            like a single organism, even while arguing. Dr. Hendrix’s face darkens, but she doesn’t say anything else.
         

         
         I sit back on my heels, my mind stuttering like the fluorescent light overhead. I don’t understand how Meredith can be lying
            here dead without a mark on her body. A heart attack? A drug overdose? I can’t imagine a single scenario that makes sense.
         

         
         A few minutes later, the campus security officer arrives and shoos us away from the body. I go back upstairs and get my things, then wait with Dr. Hendrix for the police to come. We sit on the floor, a bookshelf between us and Meredith’s body. We don’t say anything. The professor’s hands tremble so badly that I reach out and lay my fingers over hers. With a convulsive movement, she grabs my hand and clings to it, her eyes still staring straight ahead. This is the most human contact I’ve had in months. It makes my skin prickle, makes all the hair on my arms stand on end. 

         
         The last person who really touched me was Mom, on the day I left home, my car already packed with everything I owned. Mom’s
            grip was more desperate than Dr. Hendrix’s is now. She clung to me, weeping, begging me not to go. Begging me not to leave
            her.
         

         
         I told my mom I loved her and kissed her cheek, then I got into my car and drove away. Her tears turned to screams, and she
            swore at me until my car pulled out of the parking lot of our apartment complex.
         

         
         We haven’t spoken since. Every time I’ve tried to call and check on her, she lets it go to voice mail. She never calls me
            back.
         

         
         I’d like to believe that weird call from earlier was her. A broken, muffled voice whose words never reached me.

         
         But I know it wasn’t Mom. She holds a grudge for too long to have given in already.

         
         So who was it? What was it?
         

         
         It’s a foolish thought, but here in the gloom of the stacks with a body lying on the other side of the bookshelf, I can’t
            help but wonder: What if the call was from Meredith Brown? Her spirit reaching out in the moment of death, desperate for someone
            to hear?
         

         
         I shake my head. Putting the sheer bizarreness of the thought aside, why would she call me, a girl she doesn’t even know? I’m no one and nothing, a person so lonely I’m imagining a dead girl reaching out to me. 

         
         The police don’t have many questions for me, so as the EMTs roll Meredith out on the stretcher, her body covered from curious
            eyes, I follow behind them, a mourning train of one. I can’t help but picture Meredith’s ghost walking beside me, trailing
            her spent body in shock and confusion. She couldn’t have known when she woke up this morning that today would be her last
            day, could she? She couldn’t have known as she walked arm in arm with her friends that her skin would be cold in a few hours.
            She was bright and vibrant and alive in a way I’ve never been. She took up space in the world; she drew our eyes. How could
            she have guessed she’d leave Corbin College swathed in fabric like furniture in an empty house?
         

         
         Just as we exit the front doors of the library, the two Magni Viri students I saw Meredith with at the reading come running
            up, their chests heaving as if they ran all the way from Denfeld Hall. 
         

         
         “Is that Meredith?” the girl calls. “Is that Meredith Brown?” She looks frightened and pale, the flashing red lights cutting
            across her tawny skin and glinting in her dark brown eyes. I didn’t recognize her before, but now I remember she was in my
            history class for a week before she dropped it. Her name is Azar, which I remember only because I watched her write it in
            all caps, then slash a horizontal line through the z in a decisive, precise way I found intimidating.
         

         
         The EMTs ignore her, working together to load the stretcher into the back of the ambulance. One of Meredith’s hands slips out, as pale as the sheet that covers her, except for the dark beds of her nails, painted the color of a twilight sky. 

         
         The boy, white and artsy-looking in that wealthy, careless way you see all the time at Corbin, rushes forward and grasps the
            sheet at Meredith’s feet. “I need to see if it’s her,” he gasps out. The EMTs try to push him away, but he manages to yank
            the sheet off Meredith’s feet, revealing shiny black Doc Martens with checkered laces.
         

         
         “That’s Meredith!” Azar yells, her voice shot through with agony. She clutches the collar of her shirt, the same way Dr. Hendrix
            did earlier in the library. “No, no, no, no, no.”
         

         
         “She’s dead?” the boy asks, disbelieving. “She’s really dead?” 

         
         One of the EMTs, a burly man, pushes him gently away with a murmured apology.

         
         “Neil,” Azar calls, but then she doesn’t say anything else.

         
         Now apparently drained of life, the boy—Neil—stands there gaping as the EMTs climb into the rig and slam the doors closed.
            Azar trails over and grips his arm, and together they watch the ambulance roll away into the foggy night, the siren off but
            the red lights still flashing a warning to anyone who might obstruct the vehicle’s path.
         

         
         “What the fuck?” Neil says. “What the fuck?” 

         
         Tears roll down his cheeks. He turns and catches me staring. “What the fuck are you looking at?” he spits.

         
         Azar stares at me, her eyes wide with shock and grief.

         
         “I—I’m sorry.” I feel like I’ve been caught watching them undress, stolen away the privacy of their pain. “I was there when—when we found her.” 

         
         Azar flinches but doesn’t say anything. Neil just stares at me. I keep talking, barely aware of what I’m saying. 

         
         “You’re her friends, right? From Magni Viri? The police are still up there on the third floor, where she . . . They—they’d
            probably want to talk to you. Since you’re her friends and . . .” I swallow. I don’t say the rest of my thought—that they
            might be the last people who ever spoke to her.
         

         
         “What happened to her?” Azar whispers.

         
         “I don’t know,” I say. “There wasn’t a mark on her. She looked fine, except . . . except she was . . .” I trail off, not wanting
            to say the word dead.
         

         
         Neil glares at me, tears running down his sharp cheekbones.

         
         “I’m really sorry,” I say, ducking my head. “I’m sorry about your friend.” I hurry away into the darkness, clutching the straps
            of my backpack. I could swear that someone is walking beside me, keeping pace, but there’s no one except me, alone in the
            cool air and the moonlight. A shiver runs over my skin.
         

         
         My mind reels. I can’t believe what just happened. I pull out my phone, wanting to tell someone, to talk to someone. I call
            Robin, and it rings twice before clicking over to voice mail, as if she rejected the call. I hang up without leaving a message,
            hurt washing through me.
         

         
         A text comes in: With Charlie. Sorry, can’t talk now!

         
         My phone trembles in my hands. I know I shouldn’t, but I dial my mom’s number. It rings and rings and rings until her recorded
            voice comes on. 
         

         
         “Hey, this is Beth. Leave a message if you want to.” 

         
         I squeeze my eyes shut at the sound of my mom’s voice. When the tone beeps for me to leave a message, I hang up and shove my phone into my back pocket. 

         
         Beneath the ache of her rejection is relief. If she’d answered, she wouldn’t have comforted me. She wouldn’t have helped.
            She would have listened for thirty seconds before she launched into a description of her asshole boss or how she was afraid
            her boyfriend was going to break up with her. After Dad left, that’s how it always was with us. Me putting her first, trying
            to be whatever she needed. That’s how I let it be. Because she was my mom, and we were all each other had.
         

         
         I walk aimlessly for a long time, seeing nothing, aware of nothing, lost in the memory of Meredith’s body on the floor, before
            I realize I forgot to go to work. I forgot that I was supposed to be mopping floors tonight. I check the time on my phone.
            It’s eleven thirty, which means I’m an hour and a half late for my three-hour shift. I have two missed calls from my supervisor,
            Mr. Hanks.
         

         
         Shit.

         
         When I look away from the screen, I realize I’m not sure where I even am. I seem to be standing in an overgrown garden of
            some kind, very dark, lit only by moonlight. There are stone angels half-covered in ivy, moss, and lichen, their clasped hands
            raised to heaven in supplication. A tall wrought iron fence rises above me, and I’m directly in front of a locked gate. I
            peer through the bars, but it’s too dark to see anything.
         

         
         “What the hell?” I whisper. I spin in a circle, trying to orient myself. The green hills rise up ahead of me, which means I’m on the north end of campus, the oldest part of Corbin College. This side of campus is heavily wooded and nearly always in shadow. I glance up and catch sight of Denfeld Hall on a slight rise, its dark, moody face bared to the moon. Suddenly, I know where I am. It’s the campus cemetery, which is off-limits to students. 

         
         An owl calls out from somewhere close, startling me so badly I drop my phone. It smashes onto the uneven stone path with a
            sickening crunch. When I pick it up, the screen glows, revealing splintering cracks running along the glass.
         

         
         I swear. I can’t afford to replace this phone. And I’m probably about to lose my job. Mr. Hanks has a zero-tolerance policy
            for . . . well, everything. He will be deeply pissed off that I missed work, and “I found a dead body in the library” might
            not even be enough to sway him. I don’t particularly enjoy mopping floors, cleaning toilets, and scraping gum off the undersides
            of tables, but it’s work I need if I want to stay here.
         

         
         I pull up my call log and tap his number, already cringing. But when the call connects, there’s no angry Tennessean on the
            line. Instead, there’s the same strange mix of sounds from earlier: nails on wood, buzzing cicadas. Maybe I messed up my phone
            more than I thought—it was already an old wreck before I dropped it. But when I end the call, the cicadas continue to buzz
            all around me in the darkness. I close my eyes and take a deep breath to steady my nerves.
         

         
         This has been a weird day, but it must all be a bizarre string of coincidences. My brain is overloaded. I’m stressed and probably a little traumatized on account of the dead body. But I can handle this. I just have to go find Mr. Hanks and explain myself. Tomorrow, things will be normal again. I’ll work and go to class and write my papers. I’ll disappear into my hectic schedule once more. There will be no dead girls or cemeteries in moonlight, only a cracked phone and an angry boss and a slew of deadlines staring me down. 

         
         At this thought I nod firmly and turn back to go the way I came, my shoes scraping along the stone path. It’s actually quite
            beautiful out here, I realize. Quiet, undisturbed, less like a college campus than a private park. The woods are dark, huddled
            against the green hills. The air smells of dead leaves and old stone. Cicadas hum in the canopy, and owls call out, now close,
            now distant, their voices warm, deep vibrations, almost a purr.
         

         
         I follow the woodland path, the trees on my left and the open green that slopes up toward Denfeld Hall on my right. I’m shivering
            in my cotton sweater, my backpack increasingly heavy. All I want is my warm bed and pajamas. I’m considering whether I should
            save my confrontation with Mr. Hanks until tomorrow when voices ring out across the green. I freeze, listening.
         

         
         “Isabella!” a man bellows.

         
         “Isabella!” a girl calls.

         
         Then more voices, all layered over one another, calling out for Isabella. For a moment, I wonder if they are calling for a
            missing dog. Maybe Denfeld Hall has a pet that’s run off.
         

         
         Then I realize they probably aren’t calling out a name at all. They’re saying something in another language, maybe Italian or Latin. The voices call out to one another, echoing back and forth in an eerie litany. Goose bumps break out over my skin. Is this some strange ceremony for grieving a lost member of Magni Viri? Is this for Meredith? 

         
         I can’t tell.

         
         But I do know I don’t belong here. I’m not a part of this. I definitely don’t want to be caught loitering here in the dark,
            spying on them.
         

         
         I hurry faster along the path, breathing a sigh of relief when the lights of campus twinkle in the distance. I walked much,
            much farther than I imagined. I leave the echoing voices of Magni Viri behind, exiting their ivy-covered grounds like a sleepwalker
            awakening from a dream. The newer redbrick buildings at the heart of campus, warm and ordinary, draw me on.
         

         
         I head straight for Facilities Management, a small, squat building that houses Mr. Hanks’s office. The closer I get, the faster
            I walk, until I start to run, my backpack banging painfully against my back. Mr. Hanks is standing at his door, locking it,
            when I come racing down the hall. He turns, startled, the deep furrows in his forehead bunching together. His eyes widen as
            I approach.
         

         
         “Girl, you’re white as a sheet,” he drawls. “What the hell happened to you?”

         
         I open my mouth to explain, but then my vision goes spotty and I sway. Mr. Hanks catches me before the weight of my backpack
            can slam me into the ground. He lowers me gently to the cold tile, his jaw clenched tight and his eyes inscrutable.
         

         
         “Don’t think fainting’s going to get you out of trouble now,” he says, but his gruff voice has a soft edge of gentleness to it. He kneels next to me and eases my backpack off my shoulders. “Hold on, I’ll get you a cup of water.” 

         
         He disappears down the hall and then returns with a triangular white cup filled to the brim with water from the cooler. I
            take small sips, waiting for my heartbeat to slow. The water makes me feel even colder inside, but it wakes me up too, brings
            me back to myself.
         

         
         “This have anything to do with that ambulance?” He emphasizes the first syllable of the word and draws out the last, rendering
            the word like “AM-bu-laaance.” 
         

         
         I’ve heard other students laugh at Mr. Hanks’s accent, but I like it. It reminds me of how my grandpa from North Carolina
            used to talk. It’s soothing, frightened as I am.
         

         
         I nod and take another gulp of water. “A girl died in the library. I was the one who—” Found her dies on my lips, and my voice skips. “I touched her skin, and it was so cold.” I shiver. I feel more frightened and repulsed
            now than I did in the moment.
         

         
         Mr. Hanks shakes his head. “You’re all right now. Don’t worry about that missed shift. You can make the hours up later this
            week if you want. We’ve got to spiff up the chapel for some big shot speaker they’re dragging out here for convocation.”
         

         
         “Who?” I ask absently.

         
         Mr. Hanks snorts. “Hell if I know or care. Come on now and let’s get you off this floor before you catch cold and miss another
            shift. Then I will fire you.”
         

         
         I smile weakly. This is the longest Mr. Hanks has talked to me since I started this job, his gruff nature softening for the first time into something warmer. Maybe he isn’t quite as unyielding and terrifying as he makes himself out to be. He helps me to my feet and walks me to the front of the building. I watch him lock the front door and get into his little green Nissan truck and drive away. Only once the taillights of his truck have disappeared do I turn and head back to my dorm. 

         
         I realize I’m shivering so hard my teeth are rattling. I wrap my arms around myself and walk faster. I’m colder than I have
            ever been. I might be from Florida and experiencing my first true autumn, but even I know this cold isn’t normal. It can’t
            be less than fifty degrees out, not nearly cold enough for this hollow feeling that has settled in my bones.
         

         
         It must be delayed shock, I decide. From finding Meredith’s body. That’s why I wandered over to Magni Viri’s corner of campus.
            Why I felt so afraid. My body was reacting to everything even if my mind couldn’t take it all in.
         

         
         Still, when my phone rings in my pocket, I ignore it. I’m afraid that if I answer it, I might hear the cicadas again, afraid
            I might feel Meredith’s ghost walking beside me in the moonlight.
         

         
         I don’t think I’m lonely enough to want a dead girl for company.

         
         Not yet anyway.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         The rest of the week passes normally—or as close to normal as I can get after finding a dead body in the library. I shelve
            books and go to class and mop floors in the evening. When my phone rings, it’s bot scams, not nails on wood and screaming
            cicadas. The feeling of a phantom person walking at my side has disappeared. I’m ashamed to admit to myself that I miss her.
         

         
         I think constantly about Meredith, the electric way she looked at me at the reading, then the way her eyes looked through
            me in the library, empty of life. I think about her more than I should, I know that. She even shows up in my dreams—sometimes
            alive and talking to me, sometimes touching my face, kissing me. Other times, she is dead—an Ophelia floating in a lake, surrounded
            by flowers; a rotting corpse in a casket, worms crawling through her eye sockets. In the worst of the dreams, it is my face
            on her dead body, my face surrounded by her long red hair, my eyes green like hers, open and staring at the library ceiling.
         

         
         By now, news of Meredith’s death has spread all over campus, and people whisper about her in hallways and in the cafeteria, speculating on how she might have died. Even Foster in the library puts down his Derrida to ask me what I think happened to her. I almost mention the tears on her cheeks, but it feels vulgar somehow, like revealing what color underwear she had on. 

         
         I already feel strangely guilty about her death, as if my wanting what she had somehow contributed to it. I wanted her life
            so badly, and now she doesn’t have it either.
         

         
         On Friday afternoon, the school holds a memorial service for her in the chapel. There are lit candles everywhere, white roses
            surrounding a picture of her. She looks softer in the picture than I remember her—nicer, happier, a girl excited to start
            college, beaming at her imagined future. She’s even wearing a Corbin College sweatshirt, the black swan of the logo stamped
            onto spotless white. She doesn’t look like someone who belongs in moody and secretive Magni Viri.
         

         
         The contrast is especially remarkable with every single member of Magni Viri in attendance, all of them grouped on one side
            of the chapel. They don’t wear any special uniform, but you can tell they belong together all the same. They feel like a complete
            organism somehow, a thing set apart.
         

         
         Meredith’s class—the remaining five of them—sit in the front row, their eyes red-rimmed, circled with sleepless purple. Azar and Neil sit close to each other while the chaplain speaks, Neil’s arm around Azar, her head on his shoulder. I get only glimpses of the others: a Black boy with a serious face; a pale, tousle-haired person who might be a girl or a boy or neither, and a girl with long hair whose face I can’t see from where I’m sitting. I imagine Meredith in the row with them, burning like a candle flame in their midst. It seems impossible that a girl like that could be so easily extinguished by death. 

         
         When the chaplain finishes speaking, she cedes the stage to a short, slight white man with a gently lined face, who introduces
            himself as Dr. Theodore O’Connor, the director of Magni Viri. I recognize him from his photo on the school’s website. Everyone
            sits up a little straighter as he approaches the microphone, riveted by this rare appearance. So little is known of Magni
            Viri that, in students’ minds, the academic society is a fragile tissue of speculation and suspicion. Students are always
            hungry to know more.
         

         
         “Meredith Brown was a rising star,” Dr. O’Connor says without preamble, his voice quiet but radiating deep feeling and authority.
            It’s a surprising voice for so small a person. “At only eighteen, already she was a novelist producing some of the finest
            writing of any living writer today. Had we not lost her, I have no doubt that she would have taken her rightful place in the
            ranks of our most admired authors. She would be another Pulitzer or Nobel Prize winner for Corbin College to boast of. More
            important, she would have been a voice for your generation, someone to elucidate the peculiar struggles and values of your
            cohort. We have not only lost a precious human being in Meredith’s passing; we have also lost literature the likes of which
            the world will never see again. We mourn the loss of Meredith’s life, but we also mourn the loss of her genius, the loss of
            her contribution to the world. Meredith was the epitome of what we in Magni Viri strive for: brilliance, excellence, and achievement.”
         

         
         Dr. O’Connor’s eyes land on me. “So I ask all of you to do what Meredith cannot: give your gifts to the world. Do not squander your talent, your energy, your genius. Whatever you have inside you, make the most of it, offer it up. Become someone truly great.” 
         

         
         I am frozen under his gaze, which is steely and demanding but also complacent, as if he has no doubt that we will all rise
            up to obey.
         

         
         When he looks away from me, my breath comes flooding back into my chest, my skin tingling. That is what I want, more than
            anything. I want to be great, someone who matters in the world—the next Daphne du Maurier, Shirley Jackson, Sarah Waters.
            Someone who writes the way Meredith did, someone whose books are still read long after she’s dead. It seems impossible though.
            I’m not sure I can ever be more than a small, lonely creature grasping at the edges of dreams too big for me.
         

         
         The chaplain returns to the stage to ask if anyone would like to say a few words about Meredith, but no one moves. The only
            people who truly knew her are the members of Magni Viri, and it’s clear they won’t share something so intimate outside their
            own group. The chaplain closes the service with a prayer, and everyone files out in a stunned silence, moved by the loss of
            someone our own age, or perhaps by the forceful words of Dr. O’Connor.
         

         
         When I break into the cool air outside, I feel like I’ve been released from a spell.

         
         “Can you believe that shit?” someone behind me whispers. “Meredith Brown was not a fucking genius.” 

         
         I glance back and catch sight of my roommate and her eternal sidekick, another Connecticut snob, named Korey.

         
         “Absolutely not,” Helena says. “She was in my Quantitative Reasoning class, and I swear the girl could barely do basic math. Like, I get it, math isn’t everyone’s strong suit, but she needed, like, remedial lessons.” 

         
         “Well, she was in my Freshman Seminar, and her writing was okay, but it wasn’t winning any Pulitzers,” the other girl says
            with a laugh. “Magni Viri is so obsessed with itself.”
         

         
         Helena laughs too. “More like Mediocre Viri.”

         
         I shake my head and walk faster, to put some distance between us. Helena talks a big game, but I know Magni Viri is why she
            came to Corbin College, same as me. It wasn’t that she needed the money; she wanted the prestige. Some girl boss Elon Musk
            type she’s obsessed with is an alum, and Helena was sure she’d be chosen for Magni Viri just like her hero. Even after the
            semester had started and it was clear she’d never set foot in Denfeld Hall, she was constantly trying to make friends with
            the Magni Viri kids, who of course shunned her like only MV members can. I’m surprised she didn’t launch herself at Dr. O’Connor
            after the service to beg for Meredith’s open spot.
         

         
         No matter how fast I try to walk, Helena and Korey outpace me with apparently zero effort. I hear every word of their horrible
            conversation, and as they pass me, Helena shoots a simpering smile my way and says to Korey, “College isn’t for everyone,
            you know? I mean, no shame. It takes all kinds to keep the world turning.”
         

         
         I bite my lip, hating Helena even more than I thought possible. I’m still seething at her retreating back when someone taps
            me on the shoulder. I spin, startled.
         

         
         It’s an upperclassman from Magni Viri I recognize, a redheaded, freckle-faced boy with the beginnings of a beard. He looks like a mashup between a Victorian dandy and a banjo player in a folk band. There’s a trans pride flag pinned to his suspenders. 

         
         “Tara?” he asks, lifting his eyebrows—also red—and smiling expectantly.

         
         I nod, flustered.

         
         “Sorry, I should introduce myself. I’m Quigg,” he says, sticking out a freckled hand for me to shake. “Well, Seamus Quigg,
            but everyone calls me Quigg.”
         

         
         “Oh, Seamus like the poet?” I say stupidly, off-balance at being approached like this.

         
         But Quigg smiles, blushing kind of sweetly. “Yes, exactly. My namesake. He’s my favorite poet.”

         
         “I loved his translation of Beowulf,” I say. “Sorry, did you want something?”
         

         
         “Oh, yes! Um. Dr. O’Connor wanted to see you?” he says, the end of the sentence turning up like a question.

         
         I squint at him. “The head of Magni Viri?”

         
         “O Captain! our Captain himself.” He smiles wryly. “Can you come—back to the chapel? Do you have time?”

         
         I nod and follow him mutely, unable to imagine why the head of Magni Viri could want to talk to me. Is it because I was there
            when Meredith was found? Does he think I have more information? That must be it.
         

         
         Quigg keeps up an easy patter of mostly one-sided conversation as we walk back to the chapel. He’s nothing like I imagined
            a member of Magi Viri to be. He’s not snobbish or secretive. He seems . . . normal. Nice.
         

         
         “Do you like Magni Viri?” I ask.

         
         Quigg blinks at me for a beat and then laughs. “Of course! Magni Viri is the best.”

         
         I feel a little pang of jealousy. “What’s it . . . what’s it like?” I ask, trying to keep the wistfulness from my voice.

         
         He shrugs. “Oh, you know, like a big family. We have
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