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Chapter One

The great house reached out with the shadow of its spires, welcoming Guinevere Tallow with a cold embrace. Deephaven Academy had greeted many such children in the past, but today its silent affection was reserved only for Nev. They shivered at the touch and pulled their customary dark green coat tighter around their shoulders.

They never went anywhere without that coat, though it was clearly too big for them. The hem reached nearly to their knees, and its rough fabric had a comforting weight. Its many pockets were perfect for the various odds and ends that Nev was forever picking up. They’d even stitched on a few extra pockets. Beneath the coat, they wore a clean collared shirt and dark slacks that were looking a little rumpled after the long trip by train and truck, and a pair of narrow black boots. They’d purchased the clothes with the last of the money they’d hidden away, after paying for their train ticket. The small tan suitcase in Nev’s hand was their only luggage. There hadn’t been time to pack more; Nev had needed to leave home in a hurry.

They stood in the leaf-strewn drive of Deephaven Academy, listening to the sounds of the old truck that had carried them from the station fade into the distance, until its rumbling cough was indistinguishable from the shush of the forest leaves. It had been a long drive, more than an hour from the town where the station was located. The driver had been waiting for them there. She’d given Nev a grim nod when they showed her the letter from the school before ushering them into the truck. They hadn’t talked much along the way. Instead, Nev had watched silently as the autumn-soaked forest slid past the truck’s grimy windows.

Standing now in the far-flung valley, surrounded by trees and silence and evening mist, towered over by the hulking mass of the great house, Nev felt even smaller than they usually did. They ran their hand through their short dark hair, which still curled at the edges from the recent unfamiliar cut.

A new haircut, a new outfit, a new life. They’d transformed themself on the way to Deephaven Academy, slipping into a shape more comfortable than the one they’d known. Nev intended to seize this chance, here in this mist-shrouded valley where no one knew them or all that had happened before. Here, they could be the person they needed to be. This was Nev’s chance to finally feel comfortable in their own skin, a chance to start over. Probably their only chance.

It had been an easy choice to leave everything behind and accept Deephaven’s invitation. Nev’s mother had vanished years before, toward the end of the Depression, unable to cope with the tiny apartment in the crowded city with too little money and too much need. After she’d gone, Nev’s father had fallen apart in a different way. He threw what little money they had left into get-rich-quick schemes and bad deals with worse people, anything that made him feel like escape was just one lucky break away. All it got him were empty pockets and angry men pounding on their apartment door. It all finally collapsed, and Nev didn’t have anything to keep them home.

They took a deep breath and started for the front door of the looming house.

Deephaven looked exactly like the photo in the pamphlet Nev had received along with the letter, but in person there was something off about it. The house was as sprawling and stately as had been advertised. Tall, narrow lattice windows ran along each of its floors, glinting gold in the late-evening light. Old stone and peaked roofs, even a few scattered gargoyles along the corners, leered dimly out of the gathering gloom. The pamphlet had said that the school was built around what remained of a historic chapel, and it certainly looked like it.

What hadn’t been visible in the academy’s pamphlet was how crooked the place was. Nev had a careful eye for how things fit together, and the house didn’t. Corners didn’t quite match up, or they ran at odd angles. It made Nev feel dizzy, as if the house were coming apart in slow motion, sinking unevenly into the surrounding earth.

As their eyes took in the ancient edifice, their attention was caught by a figure in a high window, watching Nev’s approach.

Nev froze, gazing up at the shadowy silhouette. They couldn’t make out any details through the rough window glass, but the figure looked large. Its edges were tangled and ragged, bleeding into the shadows of the house behind it. Not knowing what else to do, Nev gave a small wave.

The shadow behind the glass didn’t move. It simply continued to stare down at them. Its stillness was so absolute that Nev began to doubt that the shape was even a person. Perhaps it was a piece of furniture, or the ragged reflection of a tree in the surrounding forest. Nev shuddered and quickly continued forward, feeling invisible eyes tracking their every step.

The front door was an imposing thing, dark wood wrapped in huge bands of iron, a clear holdover from the house’s chapel days. Nev knocked, smarting their knuckles on the stiff, cold wood. The sound reverberated heavily into the space beyond.

Then there was only silence.

Nev was a day early; the academic term wasn’t starting until tomorrow. They had written the school in advance to let them know about their premature arrival, and while they hadn’t received a response, there had been someone to pick up Nev at the train station.

Nev waited a few more chilly moments, then tried the door’s imposing iron handle. It was a school, after all. It wasn’t as if they were barging into someone’s private home. Besides, Nev reasoned, they were a student there. They belonged. That’s what the letter said, anyway.

The letter had arrived with the stack of usual bills and late notices addressed to their father, all of which Nev meticulously sorted. Seeing their name spelled out in a looping, handwritten script on the front of the envelope had been a surprise. It had been awhile since someone had sent them a letter.

It had contained a pamphlet, extolling the virtues of the prestigious Deephaven Academy, an image of the grand house displayed on the front. It was a small school, catering to a very select crowd of “talented and promising students.” Looking over the included list of notable alumni, it seemed that “talented and promising” mostly meant “rich.” They’d even heard of some of the people: famous artists and politicians, scientists and engineers. An impressive school, and one far above what Nev could ever hope to afford.

But then they had read the letter that had come with the pamphlet. And then read it again, sure they’d misunderstood its message. It was an offer for a full scholarship, room and board included, granted to them in recognition of their “prodigious talent and clear potential.” It was signed by the principal of the school, Susan Blanchly. Nev had turned the whole packet over and over, sure it had been sent to them by mistake. Of course, it’s hard to address something to a name like “Guinevere Tallow” by mistake.

Nev had put the letter away. Their father needed them at home, not away at some mysterious boarding school. Every day had the same shape; they would wake up early and check if their father was sleeping the night off somewhere comfortable, if he had bothered to return home at all. Nev would then head to the small park near their smaller apartment, claim a spot along a well-trodden path, and spread out a colorful patchwork blanket to display the little toys they’d made to sell. Clockwork mice and windup rabbits, trinkets sold for souvenirs. It wasn’t much, just enough to keep the landlord at bay and food in the pantry, most of the time. In the evening they’d return home, sleep, and do it again the next day.

Plans, of course, changed.

The door to Deephaven opened surprisingly smooth. Nev looked along the outside wall of the house, trying to see if the figure from the window above was still watching, but the window was out of sight, hidden behind the strange angles of the house.

Nev stepped out of the cold and into the matching cold of the house’s wide foyer, the high ceilings and long stone floor putting them in mind of the church this place had apparently once been. A massive rug, its pattern worn and faded from the passage of untold students, lay along the floor. The walls were set with gas lamps, each emitting a low hiss, warm light flickering through their fogged glass bulbs and bathing the floor in an amber glow.

Nev blinked in the dim light. The apartment they’d lived in had electric light for as long as they could remember, though they supposed the technology hadn’t quite made it out to the more far-flung parts of the countryside. Something about the honey-tinted glow of the gaslight settled their nerves a little.

Dark-wood doors lined either side of the hallway and two sets of stairs flanked the far end, winding up into darkness. Set above the arched stone doorway Nev had just passed through was a detailed carving of a symbol that Nev recognized from the pamphlet as the school’s crest: a shield emblazoned with an open book, a twiglike wand with a single leaf still attached resting across its pages. In elegant script over the shield were the words “Potentiale est Potentia.”

“Um, hello?” Nev called.

Their raspy voice echoed around the cavernous space, swallowed by the halls until the house repeated it gently back to them.

“Hello . . .”

Nev shivered, feeling silly. Why were they cowering in the entryway, waiting for some adult to materialize and take their hand? They straightened their shoulders, gripping their small suitcase with one hand and digging the other into their coat pocket, and set off deeper into the house.

Empty hallways branched like veins through the house, eventually leading Nev to a circular, comfortably furnished sitting room. It had a cold fireplace and a staircase winding up along the wall and out of sight to the floors above.

Small tables in the sitting area held books and vases, most covered in a thin layer of dust. The flowers in the vases, however, looked fresh. It was the first sign Nev had seen that they weren’t the only person to walk these halls in months.

They stepped closer to examine them, finding an open sewing kit next to a vase, colored threads and rows of long needles packed inside. Without really thinking about it, Nev picked up a large silver bobbin from the box and slipped it into the inner upper-right pocket of their coat with a practiced motion. Just in case, they thought. They always thought this when collecting.

Nev turned back toward the sprawling emptiness of the house, and at the end of the far hall, they saw a ghost.
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Chapter Two

Nev’s heart stuttered. The thin white thing glided smoothly down the hall toward them, stepping out of the gloom. No, not a ghost. A girl. A tall and slender girl with a pale face, pale hair, a white jacket, and a cream-colored skirt. She stared at Nev with wide green eyes in an expression of surprise that mirrored Nev’s own.

The girl’s face split into a sudden grin. Something about the look of that smile put Nev in mind of a picture they’d seen in a book once, of a crocodile who’d just spotted an antelope on a nearby shore.

“You’re early,” the pale girl said. She nodded toward the sewing box where Nev had just taken the bobbin. “Picking up a souvenir for your first day?”

“I-I’m sorry,” Nev said, feeling their face flush.

Their collecting habits had got them into trouble more than once. Nev was normally very careful about where and when they picked things up, but they made mistakes sometimes, and the habit had gotten worse over the years since their mother left. They never knew when they might need something, in case they never got a chance to have it again.

“I wrote to say that I’d be here,” Nev continued, hoping to change the subject. It would feel weird to try and put the bobbin back now. “There was a person waiting for me at the station, so I thought . . .” Nev trailed off.

“Oh, you met Martha!” the girl said, delighted. “She’s a bit quiet, but she’s lovely. The academy hires her to run errands from town and pick up students every so often. She’s one of the only people in town with a motorcar, you know. The principal must have alerted her to our early bird.”

She stuck her hand out, her slender fingers extended for Nev to take.

“And your name is . . . ?”

Nev shook her hand, trying to muster what they hoped was a confident grip.

“Guinevere Tallow,” they said.

“You’re serious?”

Nev shrugged. It was a reaction they were used to.

“My mother taught classical literature, and my great-great-grandfather was a candlemaker, or something like that. You can just call me Nev, if you like.”

The girl’s grin grew improbably wider.

“Well, Deephaven certainly has a type. My name is Patience Sleepwell.”

Nev stared at her for a moment, trying to decide if they were being teased somehow. They didn’t think so.

“Come with me,” Patience said, her pale hair cascading elegantly as she turned. “The principal will want to know you’ve arrived. And don’t worry about the souvenir. That sewing box has been sitting there for as long as I’ve been at the school.”

“You can leave that here,” she added, nodding to Nev’s suitcase. “The dormitories are just above, so you’ll be coming back this way anyhow.”

Nev left their suitcase on a nearby armchair before scurrying to keep up with Patience’s long strides. All that was in the suitcase were a few blank notebooks and spare shirts and trousers. Anything of any real importance was in their jacket pockets, as always.

“You’ve had a chance to look around the house?” Patience asked as they walked. She linked arms companionably with Nev, pulling them along in their stride. “What do you think?”

“It’s, ah, big,” Nev said, as they passed back through the entry hall where Nev again saw the school’s crest.

“What does that mean?” they asked, pointing to the Latin inscription.

Patience didn’t turn around.

“Potentiale est Potentia. Potential is power. Language is a specialty of mine. Don’t worry, Latin is one of the first things they teach you here.”

Patience led them to the staircase that curved around to the left, making her way as confidently as someone who’d lived in the house for years. Nev huffed, feeling a little out of breath from all the twists and turns.

“You’ll get used to it,” Patience said, “and it won’t feel so empty once the rest of the students arrive. My father wasn’t sure about sending me to school in the middle of nowhere, but I got my way. What about your parents? The send-off wasn’t too tearful, I hope?”

“My parents are gone,” Nev said, and it was even true, after a fashion. They’d repeated a version of this line to several people over the last few days as they’d made their way to the secluded New England valley where Deephaven Academy rested.

Instead of showing the typical look of sympathy, Patience merely nodded at the statement.

“Sometimes that’s best. In my experience, they tend to be in the way more often than it’s worth. You’re here now, and that’s the important thing.”

Nev frowned. It seemed like an odd thing to say, though they couldn’t help but agree.

“So,” Nev said, trying to be personable. It had never been their strong suit, but this place was meant to be a new beginning, so it seemed like a good time to try new things. “How come you’re here early?”

“Oh, I didn’t leave,” Patience said. “I’ve been here over the summer to help keep things running.”

This surprised Nev. They looked up at the girl, who was nearly a head taller than them, and only a couple of years older at most.

“By yourself? Why?”

Patience winked at them.

“We’ve just met, Guinevere. You’ll have to get to know me better before I tell you all of my secrets. For now, all you need to know is I’m one of the prefects at the academy; it’s my job to make sure the students are well settled and to keep everything running.”

“Is there anyone else here right now? To help you keep things running, I mean,” Nev said. They thought about the ragged shape that had watched their arrival from the high window.

“The principal is often around during the summer, but not always. Apart from her, I’m the only one here. And now you, of course.”

The stairs wound higher as they talked, passing small landings and shut doors, the passage dark except for the occasional gas lamp set into the wall above them. After an exhaustingly long climb, the stairs leveled out at a landing, bigger than the ones they’d passed, set with two simple wood chairs and a side table with an unlit candlestick, flanking a narrow, shut door. There were no gas lamps installed there, and Nev blinked into the darkness.

“Wait here while I announce you,” Patience said. “I hope you’re not afraid of the dark; I don’t have anything to light the candle.”

“That’s all right,” Nev said, reaching into their inner middle-left pocket. They drew out a small book of matches that they always kept there, just in case, lighting the candle on the small table.

Patience beamed.

“Resourceful. I like that,” she said. “I think we’re going to be great friends, Guinevere.”

With that, Patience gave three sharp knocks on the door, waited a moment, then opened it and slipped inside. Nev caught the smallest glimpse of a warmly lit space and densely packed bookshelves before the door closed and left them alone on the candlelit landing.

Nev settled into one of the chairs, the wood hard and uncomfortable beneath them. They stared at the nearby candle flame, which burned unmoving in the still air. They tried to listen through the thick wood door, but they couldn’t make out the words, the house sighing around them and obscuring the sounds.

Their nervousness began to bleed back into them, and their hands fidgeted nervously in their pockets, turning over the small screwdriver and needle-nose pliers in their outer lower-left one. The tools hadn’t seen much use lately; there hadn’t been time to work on new toys. Nev itched to make a new one, to have the calming satisfaction of fitting something together. They wouldn’t need to sell them on their little quilt in the park anymore, assuming nothing went horribly wrong.

Which, they supposed, it still could.

Patience emerged at last from the room, flashing Nev a reassuring smile and holding the door open. Nev stood, smoothed the lapels of their jacket, and stepped inside.

The room was small, lined with the same dark wood as much of the rest of the house. The same bookshelves that Nev had seen from the outside crowded in around them, filled with not only books, but carved wood boxes, framed certificates, and various other artifacts. A single narrow lattice window was set into one wall, overlooking the forested hills that surrounded the house. In front of the window hunched a desk, the same dark wood as the walls, its surface packed with books and papers in meticulous piles.

Sitting behind that desk was the most terrifying person Nev had ever seen.

“You’re Guinevere Tallow,” Principal Blanchly said. It wasn’t a question, but Nev nodded anyway.

“Take a seat.”

Principal Blanchly was a narrow woman, all long limbs and hard angles. Round, silvery spectacles glinted above sharp cheekbones, and she had a pinched mouth set in a permanent expression of suspicion. Her ink and granite hair was pulled back so tightly it made Nev’s scalp ache just looking at it. She wore a charcoal suit with sharp, unforgiving shoulders, giving her a family resemblance to the gargoyles that lined Deephaven’s rooftops. Her long, bony fingers gripped a fountain pen, poised to strike over a ledger open in front of her. She leveled steely gray eyes at Nev over her spectacles, and though Nev knew they had just been invited in, something in that piercing gaze made them feel as if they had just done something terribly, unforgivably wrong.

Nev slid into the small chair in front of the desk, trying not to fidget as Blanchly’s attention returned to the ledger in front of her. For a time, there was only the insistent scratching of pen against paper, and the distant, dreamy mumbling of the house. Nev’s gaze drifted around the room, snagging on various objects: a large handbell made of dark metal sitting on the desk, a purple geode on the shelf with an almost person-shaped hollow in the middle, a daggerlike letter opener balanced on the edge of a stack of books. Nev’s fingers itched, but they controlled themself. People didn’t look kindly on their habit of collecting, and Nev needed to make a good first impression.

Finally, Principal Blanchly finished her writing with a flourish and closed the pen with a sharp snap. She leveled her steely eyes at Nev again, and Nev had to resist the urge to flee.

“I trust you were able to find your way without difficulty,” the principal continued. Again, though the words implied a question, her tone made it very clear that it was not. “I am Principal Susan Blanchly. Welcome to Deephaven Academy.”

Nev felt the house shiver through their boots in answer to its own name.

“Thank you,” Nev said. They tried to force their voice out clear and confident, and they were reasonably satisfied with the result.

“As you will have already been informed, Deephaven is very selective of its student body. You are one of the few students who have been offered a scholarship this year. I hope you grasp the enormity of the opportunity that has been extended to you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Nev replied. “Principal Blanchly, I was wondering . . .”

They trailed off, not knowing if the question was rude. They didn’t want to risk their place at Deephaven. Options otherwise would be very limited.

Blanchly said nothing, waiting for Nev to finish.

“I was wondering,” Nev said, “why I was offered a scholarship. If I might ask, that is.”

Blanchly continued to stare at them, her eyes studying Nev’s face, her expression giving no clue as to whether she was satisfied with what she saw there.

“Something that you should learn now is that I will never mince words with my students,” Blanchly said. “I am not here to coddle egos or spare feelings. I am here to teach, and to provide the structure needed to shape the young lives of my students. You, Guinevere Tallow, were offered a scholarship because you simply could not afford to attend this academy otherwise. Certainly not with the pocket change you earned from that little toy shop of yours.”

Nev stiffened.

“You know about that?”

Blanchly pulled open a narrow drawer, never taking her eyes from Nev, and withdrew a small red object, placing it on the desk. It was a mouse, made of clockwork and red canvas. A woven green ribbon served as its tail, and a brassy windup key gleamed from its back.

“Your business, let’s call it, is a large part of what attracted the academy’s attention to you in the first place,” Blanchly said. “We at Deephaven value ingenuity and resourcefulness, and we believe these little constructions display those attributes in you. You did make this yourself, didn’t you?”

Nev nodded silently. They had a mechanical mind and magpie instincts. The toy mouse’s red canvas “fur” had been made from a moth-eaten curtain they’d found in the garbage behind a theater. The clockwork interior that would make the mouse run in circles when wound up had been cobbled together from the pieces of various watches. Nev had many more of the little gears, along with an impressive collection of windup keys, nestled comfortably in their inner middle-right jacket pocket.

They remembered the red mouse. They’d set the toy out along with the others to sell on the little quilt by the side of the park road. Nev didn’t remember who had bought the red mouse. They certainly felt they would have remembered someone who looked like Principal Blanchly, though.

“Deephaven goes to great pains to scout out some of the most promising young minds, so that we might give them the best opportunity to expand on their potential. While you study here, you are expected to take an active role in the expansion of your potential,” Blanchly said, tapping the mouse’s windup key with a single long finger. “This academy has made a significant investment on your behalf, and we will expect a return on that investment.”

“Yes, ma’am. I understand,” they said.

“Let me be clear,” Blanchly said. “You are expected to perform to the utmost of your ability. Anything less, and your scholarship will be terminated and you will be sent home.”

Nev met Blanchly’s gaze. There was no glimmer of sympathy in the principal’s steely gray eyes.

“I won’t let you down, ma’am,” Nev said, and they meant it. They knew they wouldn’t have a home to return to.

“No,” Blanchly said, “I don’t expect you will.”

She pulled open another desk drawer and drew out a small, gleaming object, placing it in front of Nev. It was a brassy, metallic pin, inlaid with a dark green enamel, depicting an open book and an overgrown wand: the crest that Nev had seen above the entryway.

Without another word, Blanchly took up her pen and returned to scratching in her ledger. Their meeting apparently concluded, Nev took the pin and slipped out of the room.

It took some time to find their way back to the dormitory tower, having lost all sense of direction in the labyrinth of Deephaven’s halls. They were eventually guided by the smell of food, warm and rich, and Nev followed it like a thread through the maze. It led them back to the sitting room, where Patience waited with Nev’s suitcase and two sandwiches of roasted chicken and tomatoes.

“I thought you’d like a little dinner,” Patience said with her radiant smile. “It’s nothing like what you’ll normally have here—Deephaven employs an excellent chef, Lin. She’s famous in culinary circles, supposedly. But since she doesn’t arrive until tomorrow with everyone else, you’ll have to make do with me.”

Nev had only eaten a roll on the train earlier that day. They tore into the sandwich with enthusiasm. While they ate, Patience, who’d only nibbled at her own food, told them about life at the academy.

“It’s a small school,” she was saying. “Apart from the principal, we have two full-time professors. There’s Professor Bellairs, who teaches History of Alternative Societies, Study of Languages, and Creative Writing, and there’s Professor Tieran, who teaches Innovations in Biology and Theoretical Mathematics. She’s also the school nurse, should you need. Principal Blanchly does a weekly lecture for the whole academy, and we sometimes get guest experts to come teach more specific courses for a semester or two.”

Nev swallowed a mouthful of sandwich. “That all sounds . . . complicated.”

Patience smiled. “The classes are specialized, let’s say. That’s why it’s such an exclusive school. Don’t tell me you aren’t up to the challenge?”

The way she said it felt like a dare. Nev was suddenly overcome with the fear that they would disappoint the dazzling prefect, though they didn’t really know her.

“I’ll figure it out,” Nev said, with more confidence than they felt.

Patience winked. “Good.”

After Nev had eaten, Patience led them up the winding staircase to their room. They passed door after door, each of them identical, as they spiraled upward. Patience opened one of the doors on the third landing, revealing a small, square room. It was just large enough for a desk, a wardrobe, and a comfortable bed with a heavy quilt covered in a stitched ivy pattern. A single narrow window looked out on the road leading into the forest valley.

“You get your own room,” Patience said. “Professor Tieran says it’s good for study. Something about the ‘monastic life of a true scholar.’”

She gestured to the desk.

“You’ll find plenty of paper and ink in there. I turn down the lamps at ten o’clock every night, so there are spare candles in the top drawer in case you need a late study session. Any clothes you need cleaned are sent to the washroom using the service lift one floor below you. If you need anything else, you can ask either me or the other prefect, Thaddeus.”

She winked at Nev.

“Between you and me, Thaddeus is terrible and you should avoid him at all costs. Just come to me.”

“Thank you,” Nev said. “And thank you for the sandwich.”

At the sight of the bed and the welcoming green expanse of the embroidered quilt, it hit Nev how incredibly tired they felt. It had been a very long, very hard couple of days.

“My room is just on the floor above,” Patience said. She took Nev’s hands in her own, smiling that friendly, hungry smile as she pulled them close. “I’m so happy you’re here, Guinevere. You’re going to fit in perfectly.”
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