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            Chapter One

         
         
            Now

         

         “I’m just having trouble getting back on track.”

         
         Nina Lawson isn’t the first student this semester—or even the first today—to attribute their academic woes to a deviation
            from some metaphorical track. As Dean of Liberal Arts, I’ve heard every excuse, sob story, and tragedy over the course of the last two years. But the
            image, coming as it does at the end of a long day at the end of a very long year, jolts me as if we’re both on a train that
            has suddenly jumped off the rails into an abyss.
         

         
         To give myself time to craft a response I look down at Nina’s folder. I see that she comes from Newburgh—a small city about an hour south of campus—that she did well in her public high school even after her classes went remote in March of her senior year, and that she’d earned the Raven Society writing scholarship to Briarwood on the basis of a short story she wrote in high school. There’s a note in my assistant’s meticulous handwriting that Nina had to defer admission for a year to help her single, out-of-work mother with the bills. She has a work-study job in the financial office and an off-campus job at a local restaurant. No wonder she looks tired, I think, gazing up at her. Her light brown skin is mottled with acne. She’s slouched in a zippered sweatshirt, hood up, eyes swollen and bloodshot, lips raw and chapped. “I wish you had come to see me sooner,” I say in my firm-but-gentle voice. “The withdrawal deadline passed six weeks ago.” 

         
         “Someone told me it had been extended,” she says, not looking up.

         
         “During the earlier part of the pandemic it had been but not this year. We’re all trying to get back to normal.” The twitch
            of Nina’s lips makes me flinch. What does normal even mean?
         

         
         “Did you try speaking with your professor?”

         
         She shakes her head, the irritation on her cheeks flaming red. “I just . . . I wasn’t sure what President Hotchkiss wanted—and
            it’s weird, you know, having the president as a teacher.”
         

         
         It is weird, I could say, but instead I clasp my hands together and put on my best dean’s smile. “It’s a Briarwood tradition that every
            professor and academic administrator takes a turn teaching the first-year seminar. I took my FYSem”—I use the college vernacular
            to show her that I’ve been where she is now—“with President Hotchkiss before he was president. I remember he could be demanding.
            Did you have trouble understanding the assignments?” I recall that when I took the class freshman year, Hotch had taught FYSem
            as a sort of Socratic ramble punctuated by off-the-cuff writing assignments (pensées, as he had called them) that would be graded according to some mysterious rubric known only to him. He’d given Nina a C, which
            lowered her average below the minimum she had to maintain to keep her scholarship. If I gave her the withdrawal Hotch would
            complain that I was undermining his authority. If I didn’t—
         

         
         Nina is staring out the window, as many students do when they sit on the opposite side of my desk. My office in the tower
            of Main has a spectacular view facing west toward the Catskill Mountains. Usually, the view seems to calm students, but on
            this bleak December day all that implacable stone has brought tears to Nina’s eyes.
         

         
         “It’s been a rough semester for everyone—” I begin.

         
         She shakes her head, splattering tears. “I shouldn’t be here . . .” Her eyes flick around my office as if its heavy oak furnishings,
            which Ruth, my executive assistant, has tried to soften with needlepoint pillows and mugs depicting my favorite authors, is
            a hostile war zone. “I don’t understand all these weird rules and rituals.”
         

         
         I smile despite her tears, remembering how those traditions had seemed like a code I hadn’t been given the key to when I first
            came here. “Briarwood is a small old college”—getting smaller every day, I think, recalling a recent memo from Admissions
            that the enrollment had dropped below our usual two thousand—“with a lot of traditions, like the Raven Society, for instance,
            which gave you your scholarship. If you keep up your grades and make the society senior year you may get to take the senior
            seminar. It can take a while to get used to,” I add, “but if you give it a chance you might find some of those traditions
            are fun. They’re meant to bring us together.” Because once you are initiated into the Mysteries of Briarwood, a voice from the past intrudes into my thoughts, you’re unfit for life anywhere else. “Are you going to the Luminaria tonight?”
         

         
         She shrugs. “I’m not sure I’m in the mood to carry a candle up a mountain in the freezing cold. I don’t really see the point.”

         
         “It’s supposed to honor the coming solstice,” I say. “The idea is we carry candles up Briarwood Mountain and light a bonfire
            at the foot of High Tor”—I gesture toward a stone tower on the top of the nearest mountain—“as a pledge that the light will
            return, that there’s hope even when things seem darkest.” I grimace self-consciously at how corny it sounds. “There’s also
            hot cocoa and apple cider doughnuts.”
         

         
         She shifts uneasily in her chair. “I heard some of the older students in my dorm talking about a girl who got lost at one of these things, like a million years ago. They said she still haunts the ridge and that anyone who dies in the caves comes back to avenge their death.” 

         
         I can feel my lips stretching into the shape of a smile and hope it doesn’t look as strained as it feels. A million years ago. There are a number of legends about girls going missing in the ice caves but only one about a girl who went missing during
            the Luminaria, and that happened twenty-five years ago, as I’d just been reminded this morning by an email from President
            Hotchkiss about some last-minute details for this weekend’s Commemoration. What a terrible word, I’d thought, as if we could
            ever share something like memory. As if remembering wasn’t always something done alone. “Old colleges like Briarwood always
            have these stories, urban legends—” I begin.
         

         
         “You mean like Bloody Mary and Slender Man?”

         
         “Sort of.”

         
         “Because they say this girl who got lost is still living up there in the ice caves and that if you get too close, she’ll drag
            you in and eat you alive.”
         

         
         “The ice caves are off-limits,” I tell Nina, looking down at her withdrawal form. “And no one could live in them.” I quickly
            scrawl my name across the bottom of the form. Why shouldn’t this girl get a second chance? She’s been the victim of a disaster
            through no fault of her own. “That story of a girl haunting the ice caves was around when I was a student here. One of my
            professors said she was a remnant of an old tradition that we oust the old year in order to welcome in the new year.” Slaughter, my professor, Hugo Moss, had said, not oust. “And goodness knows there have been some years lately that I’ve been only too glad to see the back of.” I try a smile on
            again as I hand Nina her signed form. “Think of this as an opportunity to get back on track and make a fresh start.”
         

         
         As if it’s ever possible to walk away from the past.

         
         This voice from the past is borne on a gust of cold air that rattles the loose windowpanes and prickles the back of my neck. It feels like it’s come directly from those mountains, from the caves hidden in their folds where ice remains even in summer. Nina snatches the withdrawal form as if I might change my mind and take it back from her. That’s all she wanted from you. Another voice from the past—Dodie this time. That’s who this girl reminds me of, with her cringing shrugs, poor hapless Dodie.
            It makes me want to take the paper back and rip it to shreds in front of her face.
         

         
         Then Nina looks up at me and meets my eyes for the first time since she entered my office. I’m startled by how fearful she
            looks. “There’s something else—” she begins, but before she can continue there’s a knock on the door and Ruth sticks her head
            in.
         

         
         “I’m sorry to interrupt,” she says, “but President Hotchkiss just sent you an electronic funds request that needs to be initialed
            before four.”
         

         
         I sigh. It’s just like Hotch to leave paperwork till late Friday afternoon and then make the rest of us scramble. “I’d better
            take care of it before he comes banging on my door,” I tell Ruth.
         

         
         When I turn back to Nina, I see she’s gotten up and shouldered her backpack. “Wasn’t there something else?”

         
         “No, it wasn’t anything,” she says with a quick nervous smile that doesn’t disguise the worried look in her eyes—no, more
            than worried. She looks afraid. Then she smiles again and the look vanishes. “Thank you for everything. I’ll try to make a
            new start . . . and go to your Lumin-thingy.” Then she blushes and heads toward the door.
         

         
         “Wait,” I say, getting to my feet.

         
         She turns to me expectantly but I’m suddenly unsure what to say to her. I want to tell her that everything will work out all right but how can I possibly know that? Instead, I grab a book off my shelf and hand it to her. “Here,” I say. “This memoir was written by one of my classmates, Lance Wiley. He had a hard time fitting in here, too. Maybe you’ll find it helpful.” 

         
         She attempts a smile then takes the book and opens the door to the outer office.

         
         “If you change your mind and want to talk about what’s bothering you, Nina,” I tell her, “my door is always open.”

         
         “Thanks, Dean Portman,” she says. Then she turns and leaves quickly, as if embarrassed by my gesture.

         
         I consider calling her to come back to find out what she’d been about to say. Was it a complaint against Hotch? It wouldn’t
            be the first. Hotch, who considered himself a defender of free speech, often managed to offend his students. He mocked their
            requests for trigger warnings, resisted efforts to diversify his reading list, and refused to use gender-neutral pronouns.
            Even as president, he would have been sacked years ago if he didn’t also have a knack for fundraising. His crowning achievement
            has been to expand and promote the Wilder Writers House, which will reopen in the spring. Using an existing endowment earmarked
            for the creative writing program, Hotch has overseen the restoration of Wilder Hall, which will house students and a writer-in-residence
            each year and host writing conferences during the summer. His hope is that it will evolve into a high-profile writing institution
            that will attract prestigious authors, boost our sagging admissions, and drive donations for the college.
         

         
         As a cotrustee of the endowment, I’ve approved the project because it provides scholarships for underserved students and will bring dynamic and diverse writers to the campus. But I’ve been against this weekend’s event—which Hotch decided on having only a month ago—to commemorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the death of Hugo Moss, our first writer-in-residence, and our last. All of Moss’s former students, as well as wealthy alums and trustees, have been invited for a reception Saturday night—tomorrow night, I think with a shudder of nerves—and a ceremony in the chapel Sunday afternoon. In addition, Moss’s last class of students have been invited to stay at Wilder House for the weekend. It’s meant rushing the last renovations of Wilder Hall and tackling a host of eleventh-hour details, which have largely fallen to me and to Ruth. Hotch bulldozed through my objections, claiming we need the fundraising push to cover some extra expenses that have cropped up during the renovation. I suspect he simply enjoys hobnobbing with the rich and famous—he’s always dashing off to Manhattan to attend galas and fancy lunches and traveling to exclusive locales where the wealthy gather—and is oblivious to the extra work his last-minute whims have entailed for the rest of us . . . which reminds me to review that funds request. 

         
         Still troubled by Nina’s quick exit, I open the electronic funds request. It’s made out to a local catering company, Mes Amis,
            one of the town’s fanciest restaurants and one of the lucky ones to survive the last few years. The amount is rather surprising. I imagine Hotch is trying to impress the potential donors attending this weekend’s event.
         

         
         I spend the next hour answering emails—students wanting last-minute incompletes, the financial office wanting more data for the coming January audit of the Wilder Writers House endowment, and then one from Kendra Martin, the head of the creative writing program, asking me again if I’ve reviewed her recommendations for the writer-in-residence position. I open the orange folder she left for me earlier in the week and read over the CVs—there’s a Vietnamese memoirist whose scheduled campus visit was cancelled last year when the pandemic hit, an African American mystery writer who’s won multiple awards, and a sixty-something nature writer. They’re all excellent candidates, but when I sent their CVs to Hotch earlier in the week, he’d said he wanted an alum to fill the position. I’ve procrastinated telling Kendra that but it’s not fair to let her go to the reception tomorrow without knowing, so I write and tell her. 

         
         She immediately emails me with the subject line “Why?”

         
         I sigh and write back that Hotch wants an alum to honor Hugo Moss and while according to the endowment we have equal authority
            over hiring, it would be difficult to overrule him. Hotch is counting on getting contributions from alums who will see themselves
            in the running for the job while the alum he really wants, Laine Bishop, will never take the job. But I can’t put any of that
            in writing. See you at the reception tomorrow! I end with false cheer.
         

         
         I move on to reply to a few late RSVPs declining the invitation to this weekend’s Commemoration. Some cite the weather—I check
            the forecast and see that the temperature is supposed to drop overnight and snow might develop late tomorrow—and some cite
            ongoing concerns about gathering in crowds even vaccinated. Most send a contribution to the Wilder Writers House, which is
            the purpose of the event anyway. I thank them and express a hope they’ll come in the spring when the house will be officially
            open, secretly grateful that only a few dozen people are coming. Maybe it will snow and the whole thing will be cancelled.
         

         
         When I close my laptop and look out the window, the mountains have grown dark against the purpling sky. It makes them look
            closer, as if they have been creeping forward while I wasn’t paying attention. I shiver at the thought and get up to close
            the window, making a mental note to follow up with Nina after the break and refer her to the counseling center if she’s still
            having trouble coping. I was probably reading into her affect, recalling the bad things that happened to me when I was her
            age. At least, though, I’d tried to use what I had learned to help someone not suffer the same consequences.
         

         
         And what use is art, Hugo Moss had asked on our first day of the senior writing seminar (I knew he’d show up sooner rather than later for the Commemoration
            I’m holding in my head), if not to take the horrible things that have happened to us and make something beautiful out of them?

         
         I’m not an artist, I think as I straighten the papers on my desk and add a colorful silk scarf Ruth had given me for my last
            birthday to brighten my drab winter coat, but I can still make something good from the horrible.
         

         
         There’s no amount of good you can do that will ever make up for what you did.

         
         This time it’s my own voice I hear, only it sounds distant, as if it’s coming from the bottom of one of those ice caves within
            the folds of the mountains. From the past? Or maybe, I think, feeling suddenly very cold, from the future, to warn me that
            not all my mistakes are safely behind me.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            Now

         

         As I come out of my office into the anteroom between my and Hotch’s offices where Ruth has her desk, she lifts the steel-grey
            helmet of her head and gazes at me through thick, teal-framed eyeglasses. I sometimes think that the owlish glasses, stiff
            grey hair, and heavy pasty makeup are armor against the world. When she interviewed for the executive assistant’s job five
            years ago, she was reticent about her personal history. Hotch, newly appointed president, said he thought a woman in her mid-fifties
            was too old for the job. I’d told him that was ageism and that she came with excellent recommendations from a state college
            in Maine and had scored exceptionally high in her civil service clerical exams. She’s a stellar assistant—efficient, tireless,
            and meticulous—and goes out of her way to help students, especially ones from underprivileged backgrounds and ones who have
            been victims of trauma.
         

         
         Now she tells me she’s processed Nina Lawson’s withdrawal form.

         
         “I suppose I should go tell Hotch,” I say, grimacing.

         
         “Too late,” she says, shaking her head. “He left soon after Nina did to go to the Luminaria.”

         
         “I thought he wanted to confirm the details about this weekend.”

         
         Ruth’s eyebrows lift above the rims of her glasses before vanishing beneath her bangs—her patented Don’t waste my time look. “I have confirmed all the details,” she says. “Wilder House is cleaned and stocked with food and fresh linens; transportation
            from the airport and train station has been arranged for tomorrow. Everyone has RSVP’d except for—”
         

         
         “The famous Laine Bishop,” I say before she has to. “President Hotchkiss keeps asking me if she’s coming.”

         
         “Does he think you can do anything to change her mind?” Ruth asks as she snaps open a dustcover and fits it over her computer.
            “The woman’s been a recluse for twenty-five years.”
         

         
         “I think Hotch is frustrated that the college’s most well-known alum writer and biggest potential donor remains outside the
            orbit of his personal charms. And even with the endowment for the writing program, the center still needs more funding and
            he’s nervous it will be cut from the college budget given our financial difficulties since the pandemic.”
         

         
         “He should be nervous,” Ruth says, straightening already straight papers on her desk and getting to her feet. “Do you know
            that they’ve cancelled the repair contracts for our copy machine? I had to fix it myself today.”
         

         
         “How . . . ?”

         
         She gives me a satisfied smile. “I watched a YouTube, just like the young people do. There’s really nothing you can’t figure
            out how to do on the internet if needs be.”
         

         
         I laugh, feeling lighter. “Too bad you can’t watch a YouTube on how to balance an overstretched college budget,” I say.

         
         Ruth tsks as she wraps a red cashmere shawl—my Christmas present to her last year—over her head. “I wouldn’t have squandered the endowment on fripperies, like waffle stations in the cafeteria and Jacuzzis in the gym,” she says, taking me literally. She continues to list expenses that she considers extraneous as we go down the wide marble staircase, our footsteps echoing in the empty building. It’s the last day of the semester so many of the students and faculty have already gone home for winter break and those remaining will be at the Luminaria already. “And I wouldn’t have wasted all this money on a Commemoration for a dead professor while the college is in financial straits,” Ruth concludes as she pushes open the heavy door at the bottom of the stairs. 

         
         “Absolutely,” I concur as we set off briskly on a paved path beneath bare sycamore trees, their spotted white limbs bright
            in the last rays of the setting sun. “I agree a hundred percent, but Hotch wants a fancy writers center that attracts famous
            authors and for the trustees to see what he’s done.”
         

         
         Ruth snorts. “If you ask me, those writers are more trouble than they’re worth. This one we’re commemorating—you were in his
            class, weren’t you? Was he worth all the fuss?”
         

         
         “Hugo Moss?” I ask, feeling that chill again, like a shard of ancient ice from the caves has lodged under my coat collar.
            “He was certainly . . . charismatic. And he made Laine Bishop’s career. But . . .” The man’s a monster, I hear Truman saying, his eyes wide with fear. The same look, I realize now, that I’d seen for a second in Nina’s face when
            I’d joked about Hotch bursting into my office. Was she afraid of Hotch? Maybe I should have made her stay—
         

         
         “He was a bully, wasn’t he?” Ruth finishes my thought for me. We’ve reached the edge of Mirror Lake, now a perfect circle
            of ice that reflects our namesake mountain, Briarwood. The lawn is full of students, faculty, staff, and locals from town,
            bundled in coats and scarves and clutching cups full of cider and cocoa and candles in paper cones. Many of the students—and
            some of the faculty and townspeople—are wearing long green robes and crowns woven of holly and ivy, traditional Luminaria
            garb. Where do these students even dig up these old practices, I wonder, or come up with stories like the lost girl in the
            cave?
         

         
         I look up at the mountain and see a bright gold snake made by the procession of students bearing candles to the top. Each year since I came back to Briarwood fifteen years ago, I’ve watched this procession thinking that it won’t just be the light that returns. They say that anyone who dies in the caves comes back to avenge their death. Even now, as the ribbon of light reaches the summit and flares from the battlements of High Tor, I feel an answering kindling
            in my heart, as if something is at last coming—
         

         
         “Something’s wrong,” Ruth says. “They’ve set off a flare.”

         
         Of course, I realize, the light couldn’t have come from the top of High Tor; no one’s been allowed in the tower for twenty-five
            years. The crowds on the Great Lawn ooh and aah as if watching fireworks on the Fourth of July. But the flare is a message.
            For a moment I think it’s a message from the past.
         

         
         “It’s a distress signal,” Ruth says as another flare streaks across the sky. “Something must have happened.”

         
         She spots a security guard and pushes people out of the way to get to him. When I catch up, I hear the words student and accident come through the static of the guard’s walkie-talkie.
         

         
         “What’s happened?” I ask.

         
         “A student’s fallen in one of the caves,” the guard says.

         
         “Do we know which student?” I ask, my skin prickling.

         
         I hear the word body coming through the static but I can’t make out the rest. Ruth says something but it’s drowned out by a blast from the walkie-talkie.
         

         
         “What did you say?” I ask Ruth, sure I must have misheard the name she said.

         
         “They’ve brought up a student from the caves,” Ruth says. “It’s Nina Lawson.”

         
         The ice shard that has been lodged in my spine since Nina left my office spreads down my back and through my chest, crystallizing
            my blood. That look in her eyes—she’d been afraid of something.
         

         
         Why didn’t you make her stay? Why didn’t you stop her?

         
         All the voices that have been clamoring for attention today are talking at once, merging into a siren. It is a siren. Ruth turns to watch a police car drive onto the lawn, her glasses reflecting the blue and white lights as if she’s
            the one who’s been pulled out of the subterranean fissure sheathed in ice. That image of a woman sheathed in ice has haunted
            my nightmares for twenty-five years.
         

         
         “Is she hurt?” I ask.

         
         Ruth turns to me, her face unreadable behind her thick glasses. “No, thank God,” she says, “she’s okay. But they brought something
            up with her. Human remains. They’re saying they’ve found bones in one of the caves.” I turn away from her and push blindly
            through the crowd, which is buzzing now with conjecture and rumor, to the foot of the mountain, but I’m stopped there by campus
            security. “We’re asking that no one else goes up,” the young man says. “We’re trying to evacuate the path so we can bring
            down the injured student.”
         

         
         “I know her,” I say. “I should be with her.”

         
         The guard, hardly older than a student, looks unsure, but then Ruth catches up with me and barks at him, “This is Dean Portman.
            The administration will need to determine how this happened.”
         

         
         “I understand, ma’am,” he says, “but the path is mobbed with people coming down the mountain.”

         
         He turns and points upward. The snake of light has doubled back on itself, as if eating its own tail, and is writhing downhill.
            As those returning get closer I see that most are still holding their candles, making their faces look ghoulish. EMTs have
            arrived with a stretcher and are regarding the crowd impatiently.
         

         
         “There’s another way up,” Ruth whispers to me. “Behind Wilder Hall.”

         
         I nod and follow her through a grove of pine trees to a Tudor stone and half-timber building that looks like an old English manor out of a Gothic novel. It was originally a private home, then the dean’s house, then a lecture hall, and then, when I was a student here, a residence house for a select group of seniors. It’s had many other incarnations until five years ago when it was closed for renovations to turn it back into a writing center. Although I’ve signed off on all the renovations and preparations for its opening weekend, it still unnerves me to see two of its lead-glass windows glowing amber, like the eyes of an animal in its lair that’s just woken up. 

         
         Ruth leads the way past the arched doorway and flagged terrace and the wrought iron gate that leads into the woods, her red
            shawl giving her the appearance of Little Red Riding Hood setting off through the woods to Grandmother’s house. The path is
            steep, practically carved out of the rockface, the stone steps crumbling in places, but Ruth, despite being in her late fifties,
            navigates it like a mountain goat. I can barely keep up with her. I know she swims regularly at the campus pool, but I’m still
            impressed by her endurance. I imagine she’s as eager as I am to make sure Nina’s all right and to find out what she’d been
            doing near the caves, which were clearly off-limits. I keep thinking of how Nina talked about the story of the girl who’d
            been lost in the caves as if Nina were drawn to another girl who didn’t fit in and went missing. Maybe she’d gone looking
            for her.
         

         
         Maybe she had found her.

         
         Ruth vanishes suddenly from the path up ahead and I am seized by the crazy, irrational fear that she’s been swallowed by the
            mountain. But, of course, it’s just that she’s reached the top. The path ends so abruptly that it’s like stepping out of a
            tunnel straight into the sky.
         

         
         Like being born, Laine had said the first time we came up this path together.
         

         
         Even now, with the light fading on the western ridges, the sight takes my breath away. As far as the eye can see, wild grasses and dwarf pines glow purple in the twilight. The pine barrens, they’re called, an alpine habitat sustained by the cold air that seeps out of the ice caves, hidden within the folds of the ridge along ancient fault lines. When people hear cave they think of something scooped out of a hill, but the ice caves are actually fissures in the rock—dozens of them folded
            into the ridge—some shallow, but others long and deep and leading to caverns that go on for miles beneath the earth. Like the entrance to the Roman underworld, I remember Laine saying when she looked down into one of the deeper caves. I turn toward the group gathered around High Tor
            and see that several are wearing robes and wreaths and antlers and medieval masks. They might be a band of ancient priests
            gathered to observe a pagan rite. One figure is lying on a stone slab as if she has been laid out for sacrifice.
         

         
         My heartbeat quickens, and I pick up my pace. As I get closer, I see that the figure on the stone slab, who has been given
            a blanket by a “druid,” is Nina. The other “druids” resolve into students wearing blankets cinched with belts, ivy wreaths,
            and papier-mâché raven masks.
         

         
         “Dean Portman!” Nina sits up and cries as I approach.

         
         “Oh, Nina,” I say, kneeling beside her. “I’m so sorry! What happened?”

         
         “I took your advice and went to the Luminaria. I saw some people gathered by the caves and was thinking about that girl who
            got lost . . .” Her voice falters and I realize she’s shivering despite the blanket around her shoulders. Recalling how cold
            the caves are, I begin to shiver, too. “But when I got there, they were gone. I thought maybe they’d gone down in the cave
            so I looked over—”
         

         
         “Which was very foolish.”

         
         The voice comes from behind me. I turn to find Prentiss Hotchkiss in a tweed jacket, quilted vest, and brogues—the picture of an English country gentleman down to the red patches in his cheeks, as if he’s been out stalking pheasants. “Those caves are dangerous,” he scolds. “The slick ice makes it easy to fall in. That’s why they’re strictly off-limits.” He turns toward the robed onlookers. “All of you who were there should be suspended for trespassing, especially those of you in the Raven Society. You should be setting a better example.” The students in the circle exchange nervous glances with each other. One starts to volunteer that they’d only gone toward the caves because they’d heard Nina cry out. 

         
         “I suppose I can overlook the infraction this time,” Hotch says grudgingly.
         

         
         The students shift uneasily, mutter muted thanks, and then disperse quickly as the EMTs arrive from the other path.

         
         “And as for you, young lady,” Hotch continues, looking down at Nina, “I think you’ve already paid a high enough price for
            your folly. You won’t be repeating your mistake, am I right?”
         

         
         She nods tearfully.

         
         “Good,” Hotch says, already looking away from her. “I see a police officer has arrived with the EMTs. I’ll have a word with
            him.”
         

         
         Hotch walks past the EMTs to intercept a uniformed officer while one of the medics kneels beside Nina to examine her ankle.

         
         “It’s okay,” I say. “Hopefully it’s just a sprain.”

         
         She nods and wipes her tears away. “It doesn’t hurt that bad, it’s just . . . it was so scary when I turned on my phone flashlight
            and saw . . . her . . . staring up at me from below. I could have gone down into that pit and died like her if I’d fallen a few inches over! Do you
            think it’s the lost girl?
         

         
         “Are you sure they were even human bones?” I ask. “They might belong to an animal—”

         
         “They’re human bones.” The disembodied voice raises the hair on the back of my neck.

         
         I turn and see a bulky figure silhouetted against the purple sky. It’s impossible to make out his features. When he steps
            forward, the creak of a leather holster and the flash of a metal badge reveal him to be a police officer.
         

         
         “Any investigation by the police needs to go through my office,” Hotch says, a few steps behind the officer.

         
         “We received a dispatch that there’d been an accident in the caves and human remains had been discovered,” the officer says
            in an icy tone. “It was deemed expedient to secure the site before any further contamination could occur. My men are doing
            that now. We need to clear the area and bar access to both paths to the summit.”
         

         
         Both paths? How does he know about the path behind Wilder?

         
         I rise to my feet so quickly my head spins, making me wobble. The police officer moves forward and puts a hand on my arm to
            steady me, bringing his face into the light. Ben. All my buried ghosts are coming home.
         

         
         But he’s not a ghost. His hand is so warm that when he takes it away my flesh feels instantly colder, as if he’s stolen what
            little warmth I had left in my body. Or the temperature is dropping. I recall that the weather report forecast temperatures
            in the low teens overnight.
         

         
         “We have to make sure no one else is up here,” I blurt out. He looks as if I’ve slapped him, as if he’s shocked that these are the words I’ve chosen to be my first to him after all these years of silence. “Nina said she saw some people near the
            caves before she fell,” I add. “If they’re still out here they could freeze overnight.”
         

         
         “Surely no one would be so foolish as to stay out here,” Hotch says.

         
         “I’ve learned not to underestimate the stupidity of college students,” Ben says, his eyes still locked on mine. Then he wrenches his gaze away and directs his wrath at Hotch. “You might want to reconsider the wisdom of holding a college event in a dangerous location where lives have been lost before.” 

         
         Hotch bristles at the rebuke. “I don’t know what stories get bandied about in town, Officer, but I can assure you that here at Briarwood the welfare of our students is our first concern.”
         

         
         The corner of Ben’s mouth twitches into a sneer. You’d have to know him well to sense the injury of not being recognized.
            It would never occur to Hotch that the town police officer is an alum, even though Ben was included in the list of invitees
            to this weekend’s event—and the first to decline. I can see in the way that Ben shifts his weight that he’s getting ready
            to hit back, but then he breathes in and out and turns his attention to me.
         

         
         “I’ve already got a team searching the area,” he says. “We’ll be sure to send any strays back to campus after we’ve questioned
            them. I just need to ask Ms. Lawson a few questions and then we can get her someplace warm.”
         

         
         “I think a representative of the college should be present at any questioning,” Hotch says, drawing himself up the way he
            does at meetings when someone questions his authority.
         

         
         “I’ll stay with her,” I tell Hotch, trying to disengage him from a standoff with Ben. “Someone should release a statement
            about what’s happened before it gets out on social media.” I look pointedly toward the “druids,” who are tapping away on their
            phones. I notice that Ruth is talking to them, no doubt scolding them to stay away from the caves and dress more warmly. I
            hear a ping on my phone and when I look down I see that there’s a tweet tagging the college. Briarwood student finds body in caves and another that reads Ice Cave Mystery Resurfaces. I try to open one of the tweets but it refuses to load; cell reception on the mountain is always dodgy. Hotch is holding up his phone, moving away from us to get a better signal. Ben crouches next to Nina and begins talking to her quietly. I can see her tensing up. I sit on the other side of her, wincing at how cold the stone is, and put my hand on her arm. She gives me a worried smile and then looks back at Ben, who’s talking so softly I can barely hear his questions. They elicit from her a recounting of how she thought she saw people near the caves. 

         
         “Did you recognize them?” he asks.

         
         “No,” she says, glancing at me uneasily. “They were wearing hooded robes and masks. I thought they were in the Raven Society,
            performing some kind of ceremony for the lost girl.”
         

         
         Ben stares at me, a mix of horror and anger on his face. “The Raven Society?” he echoes, his voice trembling. “A ceremony
            for the lost girl? What the hell, Nell?”
         

         
         “I don’t know anything about a ceremony,” I say stiffly, pulling my authority around me like an academic robe, “but I can
            get their names and email them to you, Officer.” Then I turn to Nina and say, “If you could let me know who you saw, that’d
            be really helpful,” hoping Ben will follow my lead in reassuring her. She’s had enough men scolding her today.
         

         
         “We’ll track them down,” he says, as if he’s talking about fugitives from the law. “And in the future think twice before you
            hare off after people you don’t really know.” He gets to his feet and moves off into the dusk, barking orders into his walkie-talkie.
         

         
         “I just wanted to feel like I belonged,” Nina says softly.
         

         
         “I know,” I say, putting my arm around her and squeezing her shoulders. The problem, I could add, but don’t, is what we might find ourselves willing to do to avoid losing that sense of belonging.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            Then

         

         I thought I’d finally found where I belonged when I received my acceptance letter to Briarwood. It had come as a surprise
            to everyone: my mother, my guidance counselor, even my English teacher, a Briarwood College alum who had urged me to apply.
            Grade-wise, I was an average student, my only distinction a poetry contest award junior year and a high verbal SAT score attributable
            to a lonely bookish childhood. During the summer before freshman year, spent working at a diner, I dreamed every night that
            the acceptance letter had been a mistake. I would arrive at the college gates—pictured in the brochure as black spikes silhouetted
            against a violet sky—and be told by an impossibly tall man dressed in black that the letter had been sent in error.
         

         
         Here, he would say, pointing a long taloned finger to a smaller figure standing beside him, is the true intended recipient, whose place you would have usurped.

         
         I would try to make out the figure through the camouflage of dappled shade, her face a soft blur of trapped sunlight amid
            the shadow leaves. As her face came slowly into focus her features would become sickeningly familiar.
         

         
         But that’s me! I would scream as the gatekeeper laughed and the gates closed with a shriek that pierced my sleep and woke me, half strangled
            in the clammy polyester sheets in my narrow twin bed.
         

         
         “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go to Nassau Community for the first year?” my mother said the morning after I recounted my nightmare. “There’s no shame in admitting you’re anxious about going away.”
         

         
         “I’m sure,” I said, looking away from the desperation in her eyes, the Don’t leave me here alone look.
         

         
         What I had to do, I decided, was go early. Because I would be doing a work-study job in the library, I was allowed to move into the dorms up to ten days before classes
            began.
         

         
         “It’s not required,” my mother said, looking over the letter when I told her my plans.

         
         “It will give me time to settle in and show them that I’m hardworking,” I countered. “Aren’t you always telling me that it’s
            important to make a good impression in a new job?”
         

         
         It was one of the homilies she’d recite as she unfurled a new pair of pantyhose up her varicose-veined legs to look professional
            for the dentist’s office receptionist job she took after my father left her for his receptionist, along with Never depend on a man, Always watch your figure, and Never drink from a glass left unattended at a party.

         
         I can still see the hurt in her eyes when I told her I could ship my belongings and take the bus to campus, as if she knew
            I’d be embarrassed by her Long Island accent and brightly dyed hair in the posh old-money setting of Briarwood College. My
            mother was my first sacrifice on the altar of Briarwood. The first toll I paid to get through that gate.
         

         
         Which I found locked when I arrived on a sweltering August day—my nightmare come true.

         
         “They don’t open those till next week,” an overalled janitor told me. “Go around the back.”

         
         He directed a skinny boy, who I guessed from his identical snub nose and ruddy complexion was his son, to show me the way. And so, I entered Briarwood College for the first time through the service entrance along with the janitors and housekeepers, who greeted my arrival as an unwelcome interruption to their floor waxing and radiator bleeding, and one disgruntled janitor’s son who vanished into the basement with his father as soon as he could. I lugged my boxes up to the fourth floor, where I’d been assigned, and wandered the empty, echoing halls looking for Suite E-4, the numbers on the doors following no obvious order—or at least no order I had been initiated into. After two loops of the entire rectangular floor, no E-4 appeared. Here was another sign that I didn’t belong: the room I’d been assigned didn’t exist. Finally, one of the dorm matrons took pity on me. She must have heard my echoing steps and squeaky-wheeled suitcase circling the floor and reckoned if she didn’t do something I’d become one of those campus legends: the freshman girl who never found her room. 

         
         “E for East Tower,” she told me briskly, leading me down a narrow hall I hadn’t noticed and opening a door to a sunlit room.
            “Four for four occupants, two singles and one double. That’s the best room.” She pointed to an open door through which I spied
            tall leaded glass windows looking out over the leafy quad and a view of the mountains.
         

         
         “I don’t want to seem greedy,” I said, turning away from the spacious sunlit room and regarding the middle room with its two
            narrow beds, their bare mattresses a dingy yellow, only a few feet apart from each other. I couldn’t imagine sleeping so close
            to a stranger. “You said there was another single?”
         

         
         She jerked her chin to another door that I had thought must be a closet. It opened to a narrow room with a single window at
            the end facing the brick wall of the opposite tower. A monastic cell of a room suitable for a medieval nun. “It was the servant’s
            room when the ladies brought their own maids,” the matron said with a sniff.
         

         
         I turned to express my amazement that former students had come to college with their own maids, but she was already gone. I’d found my place at Briarwood College, someplace safe and hidden. 

         
         For the next ten days I felt invisible. When I reported to the library, a harried clerk pointed to a roomful of book-laden
            carts and told me to start reshelving without once glancing at me. I spent hours each day pushing a squeaky-wheeled cart through
            empty stacks, slotting each book into its Dewey decimal–appointed place. I ate in the cafeteria with the half dozen work-study
            students, who huddled to themselves, and the staff, who ignored me, including the janitor’s son. He sat by himself with a
            brown bag lunch, his snub nose stuck in a book. On my third day I noticed it was a Latin grammar.
         

         
         “I took Latin,” I blurted out, mostly to see if I still had a voice. “Are you studying for an exam?”

         
         He peered up out of deep brown eyes that looked like they belonged to a hunted animal and said, “I’m studying so I’ll be ready
            for classes next week.”
         

         
         “Oh! You go here?” I asked, surprised both that he wasn’t just the janitor’s son and that anyone would take Latin in college.
            I couldn’t wait to drop it in high school.
         

         
         He turned pink. “They do let in janitors’ sons,” he told me. “They even have a scholarship for it.”

         
         “For janitors’ sons?” I asked, realizing as I said it what a stupid question it was.

         
         His milk-white skin turned even redder, the blush spreading to the tips of his ears. “For the children of faculty and staff,”
            he bit out between clenched teeth.
         

         
         “Cool,” I said, desperately trying to backpedal to make up for my gaffe and hoping he’d ask me to sit down. He didn’t. I fled
            from the staff dining room and out into the fog that swallowed the campus for that whole first week. Ice fog, I overheard the dorm matrons and janitors murmur as they went about their business, come down from the ice caves. Don’t go up into the mountains, my dorm matron warned when I left in the morning, people have disappeared in those caves.

         
         I followed the paths from dorm to library to cafeteria to the dorm again, peering into the grey fog for the sun-dappled campus
            from the brochure. Occasionally a building or tree would loom out of the mist, a specter of my dream campus. I would catch
            glimpses of approaching figures that would vanish before reaching me or hear voices that evaporated into the cries of mourning
            doves and foghorns from the river. After a few days I began to wonder if I were entirely solid. When I ran into someone I
            blurted out, “I thought you were a ghost!”
         

         
         What I’d really thought, though, was that I’d run into the blur-girl I’d glimpsed through the gates in my nightmare, the one
            intended for my spot at Briarwood.
         

         
         One night I heard a sound at the window. When I got up to see what it was, I saw her face in the glass—the blur-girl from my dream—the intended—come to take her rightful place, which I had stolen. A moment later I saw it was my own reflection in glass steamed over
            by fog. I stepped closer to the window to wipe away the condensation—and something banged hard against the glass. I screamed
            and stumbled back. She was coming for me. A shred of her black shroud had fallen through the open window. I knelt, my beating heart echoing the bang
            on the window, and lifted from the floor a black feather with a drop of blood at its tip. A crow must have gotten lost in
            the fog and slammed up against my window.
         

         
         Or the blur-girl had turned into a crow, like a girl in a fairy tale, and this was her sign to me that she would return.

         
         I somehow made my way back into a fitful sleep, and the next morning, I awoke to high-pitched shrieks—the intended come to
            tear me apart.
         

         
         “I thought there were four singles,” a girl’s voice said. “What’s the point of a suite if two of us have to share? We all know that Dodie snores.” 

         
         “I’m happy to take the double, Chilton,” another voice—rich and raspy with an undercurrent of strained amusement—said. “You
            know I sleep like the dead.”
         

         
         “I have enlarged adenoids,” a third, nasal voice said defensively. “I suppose I could take the single and then no one will
            have to be bothered by me.”
         

         
         “We agreed Laine would have the large single,” the first girl—Chilton?—said. “She’s the reason we got the suite because her name came up first in the lottery. But I assumed I’d have the other.
            Do we even know who this other girl is? Or if she’s even in there?”
         

         
         “The matron said she’s been here all week,” Nasal Voice—Dodie? What kind of a name was that anyway?—said. “The girl is”—Dodie lowered her voice as if someone with ears, and feelings, might truly be behind the door—“a work-study.”
         

         
         “It’s not a crime,” the rich voice—Laine—said. “And it doesn’t mean the poor girl is deaf. She’s probably listening to us
            squabbling this whole time. No doubt she’s filling out a room transfer right now so she doesn’t have to live with three bickering
            shrews. Halloo in there! Are you awake? Have we driven you out the window in disgust?”
         

         
         What was I supposed to do? Reveal that I’d been listening? Pretend to have just woken up? Take Laine’s obvious suggestion
            to exit through the window? Clearly, they wanted me gone. I could hear rustling outside the door, the sound of crinkling paper.
            Were they starting a bonfire to burn me out? Then something slid under the door. A heavy card with a gold embossed monogram
            of swirly initials and a hastily drawn sketch of three witches around a bubbling cauldron.
         

         
         Come on out, it read, we don’t bite. Much.

         
         I made an involuntary half laugh, half snort and the one called Laine cried, “Aha! It lives!,” and there was nothing else to do but open the door. 

         
         They were crouched on the floor, around an open suitcase, for all the world like the three witches in Macbeth. A petite snub-nosed blonde in a polo shirt and culottes, a long-faced brunette in a khaki skirt and madras-print sleeveless
            blouse, and a striking raven-haired beauty in cutoff jeans and a white T-shirt that showed off a golden tan.
         

         
         “You can have the single,” I said, fighting back tears. “I only took it because it’s so small I didn’t think anyone else would
            want it.”
         

         
         The raven-haired beauty sat back on her heels and laughed. “Are you always so self-effacing?” she asked, unfolding her long
            bronzed legs and getting to her feet. “I’m Laine,” she said, holding out a slim hand. “And these hoydens are Chilton and Dodie.
            I apologize for our bad manners. We’ve known each other for dog’s ages and are used to scrapping for boarding school leftovers.”
         

         
         I stared at her, not sure if she was making fun of me. I’d never heard anyone speak like she did outside of books. But her
            smile seemed genuine and she was still holding out her hand. It seemed rude not to take it.
         

         
         Her grip was surprisingly strong, and she used it to pull herself past me to look into my room. “Gad, you weren’t exaggerating.
            Like a nun’s cell—oh, is that the Waterhouse Lady of Shalott? I saw it at the Tate this summer.” She looked around at the other reproductions of Pre-Raphaelite paintings I’d taped to the wall. I felt myself blushing at how childish they must seem to someone as sophisticated as this girl, but instead she seemed pleased. “Oh, you’ve got more of her. No wonder you like this room.” She gestured to the view of brick wall reflected in the mirror and the notebook open below it on my desk. “‘But in her web she still delights, to weave the mirror’s magic sights,’” she quoted. I stared at her, still unsure if she was making fun of me or not, but compelled by the words of the poem, which so perfectly summed up how I’d felt this last week, to echo the end of the stanza. “‘“I am half sick of shadows”’—” 

         
         “‘Said the Lady of Shalott,’” Laine finished for me, beaming. “I’m named for her, you know—Elaine, but everyone calls me Laine.”
            She touched her throat where a gold locket rested in the deep well of her clavicle as if molten gold had pooled there. The
            locket was inscribed with the same fancy monogram that was on the card.
         

         
         “Oh, that’s funny,” I said, “my name’s Ellen, which is almost the same as Elaine, but everyone calls me Ellie.”

         
         For a moment I saw a shadow pass over her face, as if I had suggested that she could be a version of anyone else when clearly,
            she was an original, but then her face cleared and she leaned in and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper that seemed to make a space
            just big enough for the two of us. “It’s like we were meant to share the same suite. But . . .” She tilted her head, birdlike,
            and studied me. “You don’t look like an Ellie; you look more like a Nell with an e, which is Ellen spelled backward.”
         

         
         “Nelle with an e,” I repeated, feeling like I’d been turned inside out like a sock in the dryer, but Laine looked so pleased with herself—and
            by association, me—that I said, “I like it.”
         

         
         “I had a cocker spaniel named Nellie,” Dodie said brightly. Chilton rolled her eyes.

         
         “Perhaps you should spell it without the e,” Laine suggested.
         

         
         “Yes,” Chilton agreed, “we wouldn’t want to confuse you with Dodie’s cocker spaniel.”

         
         “No, you’re right. Nell without an e is much better.”
         

         
         “That’s settled, then,” she said with finality. “I can tell that you and I are going to be great friends.” Then she shouted
            to the other two, “You girls will have to bunk together. The Lady of Shalott needs her bower.”
         

         
         Dodie and Chilton exchanged a disgruntled look; they were going to hate me for this.

         
         “Look,” I said, “I really don’t mind sharing with either of you. Maybe Dodie should take this room because . . . er . . .”

         
         “Because of my snoring?” Dodie asked with a forced smile. “I can use nose strips and Chilton can use earplugs. If Laine thinks
            you should have the single—”
         

         
         “Then the single you shall have,” Chilton chimed in with a smile even faker than Dodie’s. “What are some nose strips and earplugs
            compared to a medieval curse?”
         

         
         “Exactly,” Laine said, either ignoring or not hearing the thick sarcasm and resentment in Chilton’s voice. “Now that’s settled,
            let’s go over to Wilder Hall. We have to be early for registration so we get the best classes.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I said, “I didn’t know you had to do that. I’m not dressed—”

         
         “And besides, there’s the whole curse thing,” Chilton said sweetly.

         
         “Nonsense,” Laine said. “I hereby decree the curse lifted. Come, Nell, I know the perfect class for a romantic such as yourself.”

         
         I scrambled into clothes and joined my new suitemates hurtling down four flights of stairs, Laine’s laugh filling the dormitory.
            Suddenly there were other students climbing the stairs, hauling boxes, shouting out to one another, as if Laine’s good spirits
            had shaped them out of the fog—
         

         
         Which was gone, I discovered, as we burst outside. The sun was shining, the shade-dappled paths, ivy-covered brick buildings,
            and ancient trees as bright and promising as those pictures in the brochure. I felt as if Laine really had lifted a curse from me, although, of course, as I remembered later, the curse isn’t lifted when the lady leaves her tower,
            it’s just beginning.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         
            Now

         

         I wait to make sure that Nina has been brought to the infirmary, and then I stand on the ridge looking west as the police
            team, outlined in black against the last embers of the dying sunset, trudge across the purpling pine barrens. They look like
            figures in a Bruegel painting returning from some rustic hunt.
         

         
         I shiver at the image and feel the warmth of a blanket settling over my shoulders. For a moment I think it’s Ben, that despite
            the coldness in his eyes and voice he’s relented and come back to make sure I’m all right.
         

         
         But, of course, it’s only Ruth. She’s even got a thermos of hot chocolate, which she pulls from her capacious tote bag. Ruth
            always comes prepared. “You should go home,” I tell her. “It’s been a long day and the temperature’s dropping.”
         

         
         “Low teens by dawn,” she says with satisfaction, her glasses reflecting the last orange light like the glass doors of a wood-burning
            stove. “And snow on the way tomorrow.”
         

         
         “I’ll email Hotch and tell him we’ll really have to cancel the Commemoration. He’ll have to see reason. I’ll let you know
            as soon as I get his okay—”
         

         
         “And I’ll have emails to all the guests ready to go. You should go home and get some rest.”

         
         “You, too,” I say.

         
         When we part at the base of the mountain, though, I suspect that she’s heading back to the office. She prefers to work on the office computer, she once told me, rather than her old computer at home. Even during the earlier days of the pandemic lockdown, she would come in, using her spare key that gave her access to the janitors’ tunnels. That way she could evade the sensors on the card-swipe entrances so she wouldn’t have to do the mandatory testing required for anyone coming to campus. I’m the only one here, she replied when I asked if she wasn’t worried about getting the virus, and someone’s got to keep an eye on things. Usually it reassures me, knowing she’s up in Main “keeping an eye on things.” Like the Lady of Shalott, I told her once,
            inviting a blank stare that I’d interpreted as her failure to get the reference. But then she’d said, She was under a curse, you know, and she dies in the end.

         
         I’d learned after that never to underestimate Ruth’s encyclopedic knowledge.

         
         Before walking home I take out my phone and with freezing fingers I type out a short email to Hotch saying that we need to
            cancel the Commemoration both because of the weather forecast and because it will look callous to go ahead with it while the
            police are removing human remains from the cave. Then I walkthrough the college gates, which had seemed so imposing when I
            first arrived at Briarwood all those years
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“One of the best and smartést locked-room mysteries I've rend in.d long time.
A page-turner with both heart and brains. Don't miss it!”
—DAVID.BELL, New York Times bestselling author of Iry Not to Breathe and:She’s Gone

ONE BY ONE,"THEIR PASTS WILL
REVEAL THE. DEA%kY TR/UTH
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