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Chapter 1

OPHELIA

The week my father was killed, I promised him I’d never set foot at Sorrowsong University.

I made him a lot of promises, from the boring and ordinary, to the abstract and emotional. That I wouldn’t leave my bedroom light on, that I’d follow all my dreams. That I wouldn’t shower for too long, that I’d always love myself.

Standing here represents the final domino falling in a long streak of letting him down.

The gates of the university stare back at me, the wrought iron twisting into a snarl, daring me to take one more step. The gulls above my head take their mournful cries with them, wise enough to fly away from the castle built into the valley before me.

A shudder racks my spine as a thick fog rolls in over the tarn to my left, the sun struggling to rise behind an overcast sky. Despite the weather, I can still make out the script beneath the university’s crest.

Scientia potentia est. Knowledge is power.

My snort comes out as a white smudge in the bitter air. It’s not a surprising motto for a university. Sorrowsong just doesn’t mean it like the other universities do. They’re not referring to cures for cancer or faster ways to get to the moon; they’re talking about blackmail. Manila folders exchanged in shadowy alleys, and business deals conducted underground.

Sorrowsong is where the wealthiest of the world’s men and women are sculpted into little clones of their corrupt parents, and the air around me reeks of wasted potential.

The duffel bag containing my worldly possessions huffs an anxious sigh when I drop it at my feet to rub the sore indents it has left on my shoulders. Through the howl of the wind and the oddly comforting patter of rain against leaves, I can hear the distant buzz of other new students making their way across the drawbridge and into the facade of the castle. I’m already running late, but as the gates creak open via some invisible control, I can’t quite will myself to walk through them.

A depressing truth gnaws at the back of my mind. I don’t even want to be here.

But I have no choice.

I’ve not been blessed with forks in the road; I’ve not stood in the center of a crossroads and carefully selected my path. Life has funneled me to these ornate black gates. Now it’s up to me to walk through them.

There are two girls living inside me: the one clinging onto her final shred of hope, and the one that wants to burn the world down. One tugs me backward, the other forward.

My feet don’t move.

A loud car horn shocks me out of my internal debate, my shadow appearing over the roughened terrain before me. I whirl around to face two bright lights in the driving rain, drawing closer by the second. Frozen in place by panic, I shut my eyes, bracing for the impact.

But it never comes, just the squeak of brakes and the gentle kiss of cool metal against my thighs. I pop an eyelid, my gaze connecting with an . . . angel? A woman cloaked in silver, bending down before me.

The Spirit of Ecstasy.

The figurine is delicate, almost apologetic, unlike the rest of the classic Rolls-Royce Phantom, which is about an inch from crushing me into the muddy trail beneath my feet. The haze of the rain in the headlights leaves the driver anonymous, but the deep, angry voice that wafts from the window raises the hairs on the back of my neck.

“What in the ever-loving fuck do you think you’re doing? Are you trying to get killed?”

Am I? Maybe I am. I can’t deny that my efforts to cross train lines and get crumpets out of toasters have been increasingly sloppy lately.

“What am I doing? What do you think you’re doing barreling down a narrow lane in fog like this?” I shout back, hauling my sodden body and bags out of the road with an unceremonious squelch.

The black Phantom creeps forward a little, so the wing mirrors fall in line with my shivering form. I stoop to see the driver, one trembling hand keeping the rain out of my eyes.

My stomach flips at the sight of him, a warning sign flashing somewhere in the distance.

The man behind the wheel does nothing to slow my thundering heartbeat. On the one hand, he looks like he could’ve been plucked from a boardroom on Wall Street earlier this morning. With a shirt as crisp as the air around me and a jawline just as sharp, he taps out a text on his phone as if nearly killing me was just another inconvenience in his day.

But as I study him closer, there are faults in the investment banker image I’d invented for him. Black ink spills from beneath his rolled-up shirt sleeves. Vines, flowers, and ravens waltz along the defined muscles of two powerful forearms, another bird’s wing peeks through the opening at the top of his shirt. His dark hair is disheveled, cutting across his forehead in tousled waves. He looks a little older than me.

Unease prickles the back of my neck, and I’m paralyzed momentarily by a pair of intense green eyes that morph from irritated to curious as he finishes whatever it is he’s doing, chucks the phone in the center console, and turns his attention to my bedraggled appearance.

Silence unravels between us, his head dipping a fraction to see even more of me. Under the somber lighting of the storm, he looks ethereal.

Something deep in my chest screams at me to run.

His eyes shift from me to the gloomy pathway ahead, before turning to regard me again. The curiosity in his eyes has been masked with an emotion that makes me take an involuntary step back.

“Rather die than go in?” he asks, an easy grin spreading across his face. The smooth baritone of his voice unsettles me; it doesn’t match his aura or the wicked look in his eye. I can’t quite place his accent.

I pull a lock of hair from where it has plastered itself to my lips, eyeing him warily. “Something like that.”

With two fingers, he shifts the car into reverse. “I’ll back up. I can make it look like an accident. You’d be the third one I have done today.”

I’d smile if my face wasn’t frozen in place by the biting wind. “Marvelous. If you could just throw me off the drawbridge when you’re done.”

“I heard the fish needed feeding.” His immaculate shirt strains over his broad chest as he leans away from me to unlock the passenger door, but I don’t miss the Patek Philippe hugging his wrist as he lazily drapes it over the driver-side window. “Hop in.”

Amid the scent of marshlands and a forest swathed in rain, a wave of leather and smoke engulfs me. Every inch of this man screams old money, the very type that my mother and father made me swear I’d avoid. Grief rears its ugly head at the back of my mind, and the slap of my bag against my back as I swing it over my shoulder knocks enough sense into me to walk away.

But a green gaze and an arrogant smile soon catch up with me, impatient fingers drumming on the door of the car. “What’s wrong, fish food? Scared of my driving?”

My boots skid to a halt in the mud as I swivel around to face him. “Is there a reason you’re desperate to get an innocent girl into your car in the middle of nowhere?”

“Innocent,” he repeats the word. Tests it. Lets it linger heavy between us, waiting for me to crumble under the weight of my small white lie. I breathe out a curse and wave my goodbye, but the engine purrs and the car jerks forward, lurching to a halt across my path. With my exit route blocked, my eyes dart to the woods on either side of the rugged track.

Bad things lurk in the Solemn Woods, Ophelia. Never go there.

Bad things lurk in luxury cars, too, Mama, but you’re not here to help me now.

Turning my back to the stranger, I trudge my way around the bonnet, scowling at every rock, puddle, and twig that I pass. The sound of a car door opening sends my stomach plummeting to my feet. I glance over my shoulder and panic. My new friend unfolds his giant form and slinks out of the car with the grace of a panther.

I should’ve chosen the forest.

Over six feet of well-honed muscle strides toward me, each movement fluid and calculated, and instinctively I reach for the penknife in my pocket. Two black boots halt, toe-to-toe with mine and I feel his hot breath tickle my ear.

“Just out of interest, where would you stab me?”

I keep my voice steady, but my heart flutters uncomfortably. I don’t bother asking him how he knew. He looks like the sort of man that fate itself would bow to. “In the voice box, probably. Seems it’ll be the only way to get you to shut up.”

His laugh, as warm and thick as honey, dulls the sting of the cold on my skin. Before I can react, four fingers slide beneath the strap of my bag and swiftly toss it onto the back seat of the car. My fists clench in my jacket pockets.

“Give that back.”

“Get in the car.”

“I’ll just walk.”

He bites his lip to stifle a smile, and butterflies dance in my lower stomach. I swear, they don’t make men who look like this where I grew up. “And what does that make me? A glorified luggage service?”

“It makes you a thief.”

“I’d rather be a kidnapper,” he replies, gesturing to the passenger-side door.

I start to walk toward the castle, but something stops me. My phone is in that bag. Through the tinted window, my glare lands on the lucky key ring from my dad swinging from the handle, and I know the battle is lost. I’d rather lose my pride than that little piece of him.

I let out an insult just loud enough for him to hear and slip into the front seat, letting my wet hair soak the cream leather. I grimace at the state of my boots, stomping the mud off on the tan carpet at my feet.

A dark eyebrow arches in my direction as he slips into the seat beside me. “What’s next? Spit in the glove box?”

I drag my gaze to his. “No, shit on the dashboard.”

Another laugh, louder this time and lethally attractive. He flicks a few buttons and the leather beneath my thighs begins to warm, quiet piano filtering out of the speakers. It’s comfortable, but I don’t let myself relax. Something about him seems like an elastic band just waiting to snap.

“I just feel like there has to be a middle step there, fish food. Shit on the dashboard is extreme, you could at least . . .”

“Pee in the cup holder?” He hasn’t driven yet. This was a mistake. This won’t look good for me in the newspapers. Girl dies in remote Scottish valley after blindly climbing into a complete stranger’s car.

He throws up a hand while the other one shifts the gear stick into first. “Exactly. Everyone is so terribly quick to jump to extremes these days.” The car still stationary, he glances back over at me, running his eyes over my disheveled outfit and tattered bag. “Are you cosplaying Oliver Twist?”

“Fuck off.” I scan his ridiculously overdressed attire. All he’s missing is a top hat and a cane. “Would that make you the Artful Dodger?”

I catch his sly grin in the corner of my eye. “Clever and charming?”

“No, just irritating.” I reach for the door handle to leave, but he holds up two hands in surrender and slowly peels the car forward. His demeanor may be easy, but something about him feels off. Something hides in those green eyes that is neither humor nor annoyance. Something deeper. Something darker, hungrier.

A sketchbook peeks out of the passenger door pocket. My fingers itch to touch it, to get a glimpse inside a mind that is not my own.

“Don’t.”

“I’m not gonna judge your Mickey Mouse fan art.”

He snorts, eyes fixed on the road as he veers us round a fallen log. “More of a Minnie man myself.”

“What is in there?”

The sparkle in his eye is frightening. “Drawings of all my previous victims.”

Welp. I guess it’s my fault for getting in the car. “Divorced, beheaded, died?”

He flashes me a wolfish smile, neither warm nor comforting. “Then divorced, then beheaded again. With any luck, you just might survive.”

Terrific.

The car glides effortlessly over the bumpy pathway up to the campus. It’s my first real chance to take it all in. Gargoyles weep tears of rain as we pass them, each one more anguished than the last. A spiked iron fence borders the Solemn Woods, but it wouldn’t stop you going in if you wanted to.

I don’t want to.

A shudder rolls down my spine, and for the first time since the seven-hour train journey and three-hour coach ride, it hits me how isolated it is up here.

Looming above us is Sorrowsong Castle, a centuries-old fortress embedded into the mountainside. Thick stone walls rise into turrets, proudly holding the tiled roof aloft against a charcoal sky. The landscape has been battered and broken by the elements, but the castle stands tall and intact above the river, tarn, and thick forest at its feet. Gray rain pelts gray stone and gray tree trunks. It’s like whoever made the world ran out of paint by the time they got here. Even the grass is a muted shade of green.

A sinking feeling churns my stomach and I pull my phone from the puddle at the bottom of my bag. No service. It’s not like I have any contacts, anyway, but it still worsens the nausea in my gut.

Three years. I just have to survive three years, and then I’ll never set foot in this place again.

One large hand lazily hangs over the steering wheel, the other tapping on his thigh as he breaks the uncomfortable silence. “You haven’t told me your name, fish food.”

“And you haven’t told me yours.”

He veers off the uneven track so suddenly that I slap a clammy palm against the cold glass of the window. The car swings into one of two spaces decorated with gold plaques that very clearly say Chancellor, and my new friend—who I sincerely doubt is the chancellor—kills the engine. “Alex. My name is Alex.”

Alex. Something about him seems familiar. A warning light flashes somewhere in my mind, but it’s too blurry for me to read the caption. There’s a reason my hand hasn’t left the knife in my pocket; I just need to work out what it is.

The groan of the engine and the crunch of twigs beneath tires are quiet now, only the soft patter of rain on the windshield keeping us company. His eyes lazily take me in properly for the first time, lingering on the sliver of wet shirt beneath my jacket for a beat. They coast back up to mine, a seductive smile tipping the corner of his mouth up as he pulls a cigarette from a metal box on the dashboard. He tucks it between his lips and the flame of his lighter makes the mischief in his eyes burn brighter. “Maybe Oliver Twist was a little harsh.”

I tug the hem of my skirt down slightly and gather my duffel and tote bag, my breaths constrained by the thick tension in the car. With a mumbled goodbye and eyes looking anywhere but at him, I leave Alex and break into a jog toward the castle gates. I feel his stare burning the back of my head, but I don’t entertain it.

I am not here to fool around with criminally attractive men. I am here for two reasons and two reasons alone: to graduate from the only university on this planet that had a place for me, and to find out why my parents died a mile away from where we are parked.




Chapter 2

OPHELIA

The planks of the drawbridge sound unnervingly hollow as I hurry across them, like something is rotting beneath their smooth facade, eager to drag me under. No time to dwell; I haul my aching limbs and overfilled bag into the impressive Grand Hall.

It’s odd to think I’ve never set foot inside, given I’d lived nearby for most of my childhood. My parents never crawled their way out of our council estate, but despite a decade of working here and an offer of a staff cottage on the grounds, they never took me here. My father went to great lengths to make sure that not one single day of my childhood was spent between these walls, even if it meant nights apart and long commutes.

I never understood why. There’s drama here, but mostly between the children of rival families. They’d leave an outsider alone. Or maybe that’s wishful thinking.

The hall is empty, but there’s a diminishing buzz in the air like it was full of life just moments before. Overhead, a chandelier sways slightly, the polished crystals tinkling quietly as the wind slips through gaps between roof tiles. The mosaic under my feet depicts the school’s crest in subdued shades of white and brown, but my focus is snatched by the centerpiece of the room.

The painting opposite me must be fifteen feet tall, occupying a vast panel of wall between two spiral staircases. The woman in the artwork is dirty and dusty, slumped over on a rock in a desolate landscape. Tears and fresh blood glisten on her hollow cheeks, yet beneath greasy strands of blonde hair, her lips form a manic smile. The colors are dull, as if the painting itself is suffering under years of neglect, but the four objects in her hand are as vibrant as if they were painted this morning. It doesn’t take a genius to work out what they are; they’re plastered on all the banners hanging from the turrets.

Hemlock, Nightshade, Cortinar, and Snakeroot. Four deadly plants. The four houses of Sorrowsong University. What university has houses? It’s straight out of a creepy fantasy book.

My eyes flick back up to the chilling smile on her face as I become aware of another presence beside me.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

The older gentleman who appears to my left exudes a classic sort of handsomeness that defies his years. Dressed immaculately in a tailcoat, the shade of red so dark that it sucks the glow from the rest of his graying skin, he seems like a memory from a past era; a ghost trapped in the castle that might’ve accidentally stumbled upon the wrong century. The handlebar mustache on his top lip should look ridiculous, but it only adds to the whole Victorian undertaker look he has going on.

The vast expanse of the Grand Hall doesn’t seem so spacious now, his presence so large that I half wonder if there will be enough air for both of us to keep breathing.

Unsettled, I cast my eyes back to the painting. Truthfully, I’m not sure that it is beautiful. I can’t fathom why one would hang such a haunting painting over a room where people are supposed to dance, eat, study, and socialize.

“I suppose, if you like that sort of thing,” I murmur, worried for some reason that the woman in the painting will hear me.

He sharpens his mustache between his middle finger and thumb, lost in his own reverie. “It’s Achlys.”

I meet his strangely dark eyes and shrug. “I’ve not heard of her.”

“She’s thought to be the personification of sorrow. When Lord MacArtain built this castle, his wife fell terribly ill before it was completed. Day by day, he watched the pink flush of life drain out of her until she was muted in shades of green and gray. Driven mad by his anticipatory grief, he claimed his wife was Achlys reborn.” He lets out a weary sigh. “Such a sad soul she had, even in life. He swore he could hear her mournful wails tangled up in the wind, sweeping through the valleys when he could not sleep at night. He even said he could hear her quiet sobs underwater in the tarn. It’s said she haunts the castle even today.”

“Oh, excellent.” I’ve probably already pissed off a ghost.

Sorrowsong. I suppose that name makes sense now. The story sends a chill into my bones that settles down and makes itself comfortable like it’s here to stay a while. Love makes a fool of us all in the end. I’ve accepted a life alone. I want a life alone. If I’d hated my parents rather than loved them so fiercely that it burnt, my life would be a lot easier now.

I feel Achlys’s stare on my cheek and turn to face her once more. She doesn’t look sorrowful—perhaps in body, but not in spirit. She looks evil. “If she is supposed to represent sadness, why is she smiling?”

The man chuckles as if I’ve made a joke, the gold chain of his pocket watch slithering through his pale fingers. “Why indeed. And why did she provide Hera with poisonous flowers? Sad people are not always as deserving of our pity as they seem. Everyone has a limit at which they abandon their own morality, Ophelia Winters, even you.”

My mind reels, scrambling to remember if I ever told this man my name. I didn’t. I’m sure I didn’t. His eerie words linger in the stale air between us, sinking into the back of my mind unbidden and unwelcome.

He claps his hands together abruptly and steps in front of me, watching me intently for a few seconds like he’s reading a journal of my darkest thoughts and deepest desires. Does he see my rotting heart? Does he see the unfathomable rage that keeps it beating? I wonder if he finds it interesting, or if mine pales in comparison to the other monsters here.

“Jolly good. I have other endeavors to attend to. I hope you understand how very unheard of it is for the university to allow someone in out of charity, Ms. Winters. Don’t fall behind the pack. It makes you easy prey.”

“You’d expel me?” I choose to believe that’s what he meant, rather than something more sinister. That’s not an option. Not if I want to escape the eternal cycle of hopelessness I’ve been stuck in since I was seventeen.

A disconcerting smile wrinkles the translucent skin around his eyes as he backs away from me a few steps and tips his flat cap in my direction. He spins on the heel of his burgundy loafers and opens a door embedded in the painting that I would never have noticed before. “Worse things dwell in Sorrowsong than expulsion. Take the right staircase, second door on your left.”

And with that, he is gone, leaving me stranded in the suffocating gloom of the hall. The hammering of my heart pounds in my ears, muffling the sound of ravens fluttering high above me in the rafters. A crow’s cry echoes inside the gaping fireplace at the other end, spurring me faster toward the right set of stairs.

I don’t like this room. Something about it feels ominous, making me keen to spend as little time here as possible. This place, that man, the painting—they all give me the creeps.

The offer of a paid-for course at Sorrowsong seemed an impossible stroke of good fortune, much too generous to turn down. Yet, as I hurry into yet another cobweb-ridden, barely lit corridor, a shiver runs down my spine and I wonder if I will pay a price far greater than money for my time here. But I have no other option, this is my last chance at life, my final resort.

The man in Achlys’s Hall made one thing clear: one minor misstep and I’m done for.

If I’m to stay here, I need to excel.

The first door on the left is a huge double door, the gold sign illuminated by candlelight and the occasional flash of lighting as the storm rages on outside. The Cortinar Halls.

Between nervously staring out the window and daydreaming about any other life than my own, I did a little reading on the train. Your assignment to one of the houses, pointless as it may seem, hinges on the five-thousand-word essay you submit as part of your application. Cortinar House is renowned for its ruthless, logical approach to everything, molding clever creatives into society’s most cutthroat businessmen and women. Many of the law and economics students end up there.

Hemlock House is for the strong and driven, those built with endurance who excel at physical challenges and tests of their sanity. It comprises an even blend of courses, but most of its students are on the sports teams.

Snakeroot House has spat out a long lineage of the world’s finest surgeons. Many medical students find themselves there. It’s just a shame most of them abandon patient care for a career exploiting the high demand for medicine by the time they turn thirty.

And then there’s Nightshade. It boasts an endless list of famous alumni: CEOs, property tycoons, and investment bankers, alongside notorious serial killers, Mafia heirs, and famous hit men. There is a reason the Nightshade halls are the only dormitories excluded from the castle’s central court of buildings. If the university’s seventy-thousand-pound-per-year fee doesn’t scare you off, its twisted reputation might. It seems students go missing or end up dead every year, and it’s usually Nightshade to blame. If a degree from Sorrowsong wasn’t like a golden ticket to Wall Street, I doubt anyone would dare set foot beyond the drawbridge.

I’m glad you’ll never go to Sorrowsong, O. They live life by another rule book entirely.

My father’s words linger in the shadows of my mind, where the memories of him and my mother lie. He’d often return from work weary, tired, and laden with stories of whatever heinous sins some of the students had committed that day: cars exploding at night, students left tied up in the woods, venomous snakes in pillowcases. I’ve never been sure how much was true and how much was his overactive imagination.

Thankfully, I’ll be in Hemlock. I think the only reason the chancellor let me in was my national ranking in swimming. My all-but-guaranteed place in Hemlock is the only reason I’m here.

“Oh good, you’re late too. Is the welcoming talk this way?” A feminine voice, thickly accented, pulls me from my thoughts. A tall, tanned, leggy blonde in a stylish white shift dress pulls me into a warm hug like we’ve known each other for years. She smells like flowers and banknotes, like she knows what all the different-sized knives and forks are for. “Colette DuPont. So nice to meet you, and so nice to be here!”

“Uhh . . .” I adjust my bag on my shoulder and awkwardly shake her proffered hand. “Ophelia Winters, and I’m not sure. I’m as lost as you are.”

She air-kisses my cheeks and squeals with delight like I’ve just said something incredible. Terrifying. “Such a beautiful name. What are you studying?”

“Psychology.” Of the meager list of eight available courses at Sorrowsong, it was the only one I could stomach. “You?”

“Fine arts. My stepfather said he’ll help me set up my own gallery once I graduate. He’d be so disappointed if he knew I was late on the first day. My driver was overly cautious on the roads.” She picks up her Hermès bag, chatting away at me in an animated blend of English and French as we approach the second door on the left.

“Was it you I saw in the Rolls-Royce with Alex Corbeau-Green earlier? Would you introduce me?”

My feet skid to a halt outside the door. Colette’s cheery anecdote about how Alex has a quarter of a million more Instagram followers than her is drowned out by a high-pitched ringing in my ears.

The world around me crumbles until I’m no longer standing in the corridor. I’m on my knees in front of the television in my parents’ tiny kitchen, watching black smoke rise from damaged trees. I’m watching the hundredth call to my father go to voice mail and hitting the Call button all the same. I’m pulling the emergency cash from his safe and begging the taxi driver to drive faster.

And then I’m standing on the edge of it all, crawling under a yellow cordon and weaving through a sea of investigators, engineers, reporters, and firefighters. I’m staring at a sickening tangle of metal wrapped around a tree trunk, choking on black smoke, asking a god I never believed in why it was them and not me.

My memory of that day is messy, but one detail has been burned into the back of my retinas for four years. Amid the rubble, two words sat atop a charred splinter of metal buried in the earth: Green Aviation.

Perfectly manicured fingers click in front of my face. “Earth to Ophelia! I asked where your boots are from?”

I shake my head, casting the sound of my own screaming from my mind. Nausea churns my breakfast as I try to come to terms with the fact that one of them is here. Alex is the one person I never wanted to get friendly with, and I failed in the first hour. Never again. I let out a shaky exhale to quell the panic in my chest and pretend the world isn’t swimming around me. “Um . . . I don’t remember. Secondhand, I think.”

Another giggle as we come to a halt in the hallway. “Cute and sustainable. I really need to do less shopping. This is the correct door, yes?”

I pause with bated breath, a mixture of nice, normal nerves and crippling existential dread washing over me. This is it. Run away or go inside. Be a regular person or be a Sorrowsong graduate. Play it safe, or . . .

Colette thrusts open the double doors and strides in with dazzling confidence and a titanium-white smile. The tap-tap of her heels echoes around the huge velvet banners hanging from the lofty ceiling. The room is almost as grand as Achlys’s Hall, with rows of benches on either side and a long aisle leading up to a podium at the end. The impressive architecture suggests it was built as a chapel, but somehow I doubt it gets much use as one now.

“Sorry we’re late!”

A hundred and fifty pairs of eyes land on us. Closest to me I recognize Mura Sayari, only because the nineteen-year-old supermodel and Japanese technology heiress is on the front cover of the fashion magazine in my bag. I only bought it because they’d run out of crossword books at the bus station. I’ve unlocked ten new insecurities since I got on the coach: What is a hip dip? Why am I worried that I have one? I spent half the journey trying to work out if I have doe eyes or vixen eyes.

Clearly, my four years of wallowing in bed have left me a bit behind on the world.

Colette’s glamorous entrance has well and truly shredded my plan for a subtle entrance. I cling to the hope that it can be recovered, but my legs refuse to move. I’m rooted in place by something—someone—casting a burning gaze that sears into my cheeks. My eyes are drawn upward by some irresistible force, and in the sea of faces, they land immediately on one. Time grinds to a stop, the ticking of the grandfather clock submerged in tar. I feel my face heat with an uncharacteristic rage.

So he’s a new student, too.

A wicked grin appears on the face of Alex Corbeau-Green as he taps his watch twice and shakes his head at me. So bad, he mouths, his lips caressing each syllable in a way far
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“Only a fucking idiot would drive a Phantom through the Scottish Highlands,” I mutter.

I should’ve bought a Land Rover. The Rolls looks sleek on the busy streets of London, but here amidst the rolling hills and deeply carved glens of the Scottish countryside, I’m longing for four-wheel drive.

“What are you sighing about?” asks Mia, bright and cheery through the speakerphone. In the background, a drawer opens, a spoon clatters into a bowl. It’s five in the morning in New York, but my sister couldn’t miss the opportunity to “see her big brother through yet another horrific life decision.”

“Stupid roads,” I mutter, shifting into first gear and continuing down the muddy track. Rain pelts the windshield, the wipers on full power. My headlights do little to combat the dull gloom that settled around the car once I wound my way into Sorrowsong Valley. “And a bad car choice.”

“Don’t worry, you can always drop out . . . again.”

“Shut up, M.” This is my second attempt at getting a degree. The first was going well until my mother, deep in the biggest breakdown she’d ever had, called me and begged me to take over her care in place of my father. She told me she was worried he’d kill her, that he’d turn on the girls.

She tried to snatch the words back the next day, but the damage was already done. I packed my career aspirations up alongside my architecture textbooks and Yale rowing gear and headed home that evening.

She was worse than I’d imagined. She’s been sick since I left middle school—hell, I think she’s been sick since they first fasted her for two days and sent her down a runway at fifteen—but this time wasn’t like the others. For the first time, she was scared of my father, flinching at the sound of his voice.

I don’t regret leaving Yale. If anything, I’m grateful. Grateful she called me. Grateful I got there before she got hurt and my sisters’ childhoods were ruined.

But here I am, doing it all over again, hoping for a better outcome.

Except this time, it’s different. Wheels are in motion; a plan is underway. I’m here for them. This degree doesn’t end with new friendships and a graduation ceremony, but with my father’s downfall, the reshaping of Green Aviation, and the freedom of my mother. Failure isn’t an option.

Mia crunches a mouthful of cereal into the speaker, making a garbled noise at someone in the background. “Mom wants to talk to you.”

“Put her on.”

There’s muffled shuffling, followed by a shaky breath. I picture her in the darkness of the kitchen in New York, clutching the phone with two frail hands like she does these days. “Hello, sweetheart.”

It’s impossible to keep the affection out of my voice, and why should I? If her days are numbered, I’ll put as much value behind that number as is humanly possible. “Hey, Maman.”

“Was the drive okay?”

“No traffic, so I can’t complain. Did you sleep well? You’re seeing Dr. Thomas today, right? Will you ask her to call me after?”

“Alex, this is your chance to finally live your youth. Relax, make friends. I’ll be just fine.”

She won’t be just fine, and that’s a fact I came to terms with years ago. And I have no intention of relaxing or making friends. If I get distracted by something—someone—and something happens to them, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. In, impress Carmichael, out. That’s my plan. “I’m going to fly back and visit as soon as the first week is over.”

“It’s not your responsibility to hold this family together, Alex. I wish you’d see that.”

“I do see that,” I reassure her. But if I do let go, they’ll slip through my fingers and into whatever trap my father has set for them. “I better go, I’m losing signal. I love you, Maman. A lot.”

“I love you more. Look out for Vincenzo, won’t you? I don’t trust him not to get himself killed on day one.”

No amount of divine intervention will save Vin from his own ridiculous antics, but I agree anyway.

“And . . . Alex?”

Somehow, the rain gets even harder, my visibility gets worse. “Mmhmm.”

“Come back with a girlfriend.”

I laugh out loud, disconnecting the call. I don’t think I am capable of loving someone else, not until I’m . . . better. Not until the simplest inhales and exhales aren’t the biggest obstacles of my day.

Sorrowsong Castle’s tallest spires appear in a gap between two glossy pines, piercing through a low fog. Fucking finally. And yet, after two days of driving, it’s not a welcome sight. Sorrowsong does not shape its students into admirable people. My father went to Sorrowsong, and his father before that. It’s a place to build business connections, to gather blackmail material, to live three glorious years away from the public eye; away from the law.

A text pings through on the dashboard screen. It’s Vincenzo.


Vin

Hey bro. Nearly here? How’s your mom?

Everything is so fucking old here.

If there are any snacks in your car can you bring them?



I huff a laugh through my fingers, rubbing my jaw. He’s been counting down the days until he can start at Sorrowsong for about five years. His sister is here, too. I think anyone would be excited to come here if they knew they had Belladonna watching over them; she’d punch someone’s lights out for looking at Vincenzo funny.

I take a sharp turn in the increasingly narrow track and my GPS announces that I’ve arrived. The sheet of water on the windshield makes it hard to see, a sharp crack of thunder splintering the relative quiet.

The engine purrs as I accelerate out of the bend, and—shit. Fuck. I slam on the horn and the brakes, my seat belt knocking the air from my lungs. A small figure stands in the middle of the road in front of the wide-open gates, turning to face me as if she’s got all the time in the world and isn’t about to get crushed into the gravel.

I skid to a stop just a hair’s breadth away from her miserable form. She makes no effort to move, just closes her eyes. Softly, not tightly, like maybe she’ll just rest here for a little nap.

Fucking idiot.

I don’t know if it’s the driving, my guilt for coming here, my anxiety for my sisters back home, but my frustration bubbles over. I’ve been looking for something to direct my anger at, and here it is; shivering and wide-eyed in a jacket that isn’t even waterproof.

The poor conditions don’t allow me to get a good glimpse of her, but her hair is a bright shade of copper against the miserable gray backdrop behind us.

Horizontal rain hammers the interior of my car as I lower the window to shout at her. “What in the ever-loving fuck do you think you’re doing? Are you trying to get killed?”

I expect a flash of hurt, or an angry remark. But instead, she pauses, expression crumpling into a thoughtful frown like she’s genuinely considering my question.

It might just be the most relatable thing anyone has ever done.

For the first time, a spark of curiosity pierces the thick, gray blanket of indifference that seems to surround my every waking moment.

Then she opens her mouth, and the reaction I’d anticipated finally comes. “What am I doing? What do you think you’re doing barreling down a narrow lane in fog like this?”

“Exercising my right to drive?” I mutter, quiet enough that I know she won’t hear me over the howling wind.

She picks up an overfilled duffel and trudges out of the bright path of my headlights, dropping it at the side of the road like she’s actually annoyed by this small series of events. Like I’m in the wrong, like she’s allowed to stand in the middle of the road and stare aimlessly into the distance, and the drivers of the world have to sit and wait for her to work through whatever emotional turmoil it is that has her auditioning as roadkill.

My route now clear, I should just drive on to the castle.

But I don’t.

I’m bored. Have been for days, weeks, months, years. Can’t remember the last time something spiked my heart rate, piqued my interest. There’s nothing about this girl that’s inherently interesting; her outfit couldn’t be less so. Her bag is a faded shade of charcoal, nothing extraordinary about her height or her shoes or her cheap, rain-soaked jacket.

Yet here I am, creeping forward to get a better look at her.

My phone pings. It’s a sound that, nowadays, sends a shard of dread down my spine. A hundred worst-case scenarios flit through my mind. I tug it out of my pocket as I pull the handbrake, reading the text from my therapist and typing a quick reply.


Robert Harwood

Good luck today. I’ll call in on your mother this week.

Alex

Thank you. Let me know how she is. I’m not sure about her new doctor yet. Talk tomorrow.



While I’m at it, I tell Vincenzo that I’m not willing to share the cookies in my glove box.

My phone clatters into the cup holder to my left, and I allow myself to drink in the woman outside the window for the first time.

She’s standing so close I can’t see anything above her shoulders, wearing what my sister Fleur would call a fashion disaster. Her jacket is eight sizes too big, her skirt hem frayed on top of laddered tights. Did she get dressed in the dark this morning? Has she lost her hairbrush?

I dip my head lower to see more of her, catching her watching me with the same curiosity.

The outfit doesn’t do her justice.

Something about her has my attention well and truly captivated—or maybe I’ve just been alone in a car for too long. She’s beautiful, but not in a way most of the men in my circle would appreciate. No sharp cheekbones, no neatly applied makeup, no cat-like eyes. Just a soft sort of beauty; pale brown lashes, a pretty, natural nose turned red by the cold, and eyes too wide and worried for a place like Sorrowsong.

I glance out toward the black iron gates—still open—just begging me to seal the deal on abandoning my dreams, seducing me into rotting into my father. I turn my gaze back to the woman to my right, all chattering teeth and dilated pupils.

She looks terrified, a deer in the headlights.

“Rather die than go in?”

Her tongue darts out to swipe a fat droplet of rain from her pink lower lip, a pale finger removing the strand of hair that has plastered itself there. Something about the action has me gripping the steering wheel tighter.

“Something like that,” she replies, watching me warily. She may look like she’s just come out of the laundry machine, but her voice is soft and sexy, each word buttery in the middle and raspy at the edges. She picks at the reddened skin around her too-bitten fingernails, and though I can’t work out if she’s about to sprint into the trees around us or ask me for a ride, I think she’s too scared to do either.

What is a girl like her doing in a place like this?

Out of pity, I shift into reverse and offer to finish her off. I’m only half joking; if our roles were reversed, I think I’d pick her up on the offer.

This amuses her. Her mouth remains set in the same firm line, but there’s a little spark to the cognac color of her eyes that wasn’t there before. “Marvelous. If you could just throw me off the drawbridge when you’re done.”

For the third time in as many minutes, I wonder where this girl has come from.

“I heard the fish needed feeding.” I lean over and unlock the passenger door. “Hop in.”

Her eyes drop to my watch, to the steering wheel of the Rolls, to the tattoos that spill out from beneath my shirt cuffs. When they coast back to mine, they’re full of apprehension, not appreciation. Whatever it is she sees in me is enough to make her pick up her bags and start walking toward the castle.

I peel the car forward to match her slow pace, hampered by her oversized bag. She looks like she might kill me. It’s thrilling.

I have this odd sensation—one I haven’t felt in a while. Christ, I think I might be having fun.

“What’s wrong, fish food? Scared of my driving?”

She spins to face me. Oh, she’s mad. “Is there a reason you’re so desperate to get an innocent girl into your car in the middle of nowhere?”

“Innocent.” I doubt it. Not if she’s here. There’s a look in her eye, and I know exactly what it is because I see it every time I lock eyes with my reflection. A burning hatred, a resentment of the world, a complete inability to care about trivial things.

She’s grappling for a reason to stay alive, too.

I glance at the time on the dashboard. I’m late, but struggling to care. This girl is more intriguing than whatever Sorrowsong-is-a-privilege lecture Carmichael has planned. She stomps around the bonnet, illuminated by the headlights. Her bags are dripping wet, hair stuck to her jacket. How did she get here? Did she walk the whole way?

I’m not letting her walk to the castle. She looks about three minutes from hypothermia, two minutes from shitting herself, and one minute from bursting into tears.

And if I don’t give her a lift, the next person might.

I stop the car, pop the door open, and stride toward her, stretching my aching limbs. The wind is bitter, the raindrops almost painful. She must be freezing.

Her hand darts to her jacket pocket, presumably for a weapon. Jesus. I haven’t dated in a while. I know I’m rusty with women, but I didn’t think I was stabbed-in-the-first-five-minutes sort of rusty. My sisters would have a field day with this.

I stop in front of her, lean in a little closer. No heat emanates from her freckled skin, like she’s as dead inside as I am. I let my next words caress the spot beneath her ear. A scent that is far too warm and genuine for our surroundings fills my nostrils. Cinnamon and coffee; nothing floral or expensive. “Just out of interest, where would you stab me?”

I hear her breath hitch, watch the line of her shoulders tense. “In the voice box, probably. Seems it’ll be the only way to get you to shut up.”

I don’t know what I was expecting her to say, but it wasn’t that. My laugh catches me by surprise, loud and clear in a lull between rumbles of thunder.

Her teeth chatter together on an exhale. It’s the final straw. The weight of guilt on my shoulders is big enough already this week. I can’t add letting a creepy ginger girl freeze to death onto it.

I chuck her bag into the car, which earns me another death glare. “Give that back.”

“Get in the car.”

“I’ll just walk.”

Am I . . . turned on? I’m even more out of practice than I thought. “And what does that make me? A glorified luggage service?”

“It makes you a thief.”

Fair point.

“I’d rather be a kidnapper,” I bite back, sweeping my hand toward the passenger door like a butler.

In the single greatest miracle of our time, she finally gets in the fucking car. I slide into the driver’s seat, not missing the whispered entitled bastard that slips inside her next inhale.

She kicks wet mud from her boots and onto the pale carpet at her feet. What the hell? Just got it cleaned. “What’s next? Spit in the glove box?”

Her gaze is heavy, laden with exasperation. “No, shit on the dashboard.”

Another laugh slips out, much to my horror. I distract myself from how much fun I’m having by turning on the heater beneath her seat. I switch on the radio, keen to convey an I’m-not-a-serial-killer sort of vibe, but it’s set to a classical music channel, so that plan goes out the window.

“I just feel like there has to be a middle step there, fish food. Shit on the dashboard is extreme, you could at least . . .”

“Pee in the cup holder?” she offers, sweetly.

I bite down on a grin. Vincenzo would probably be into that. “Exactly. Everyone is so terribly quick to jump to the extremes these days.”

I shift the car into gear, somewhat reluctant to drive. Something feels wrong about ferrying a girl who smells like lazy Sunday mornings into Sorrowsong Castle. She doesn’t belong here.

I turn my full attention to her, to the hole in the cuff of her cheap jacket. To the small, thin tote bag at her feet. If I hadn’t picked her up, Bill Sikes and Nancy might’ve. “Are you cosplaying Oliver Twist?”

“Fuck off. Would that make you the Artful Dodger?”

Stroking my ego, Twist. “Clever and charming?”

She scoffs. “No, just irritating.”

Clearly a huge fan of hypothermia, she grabs the door handle to leave. I pull the car away to keep her happy, the windscreen wipers doing little to clear the relentless rain. I open my mouth to promise her that I won’t murder her, but then decide that’s exactly what a murderer would say and promptly shut it again.

We carry on up the lane in slightly awkward silence, the radio crackling from lack of signal. I can see her staring longingly at my sketchbook in the corner of my eye. It’s a trapdoor to the endless pit of misery that is my mind. Intricately drawn building plans sit between the pages of chaotic scribbles that anchor me to earth during the most difficult of therapy sessions on the lowest of my days.

“Don’t.”

“I’m not gonna judge your Mickey Mouse fan art.”

My smile isn’t so genuine this time. The novelty of her sarcastic attitude is wearing off. “More of a Minnie man myself.”

“What is in there?”

“Drawings of all my previous victims.”

“Divorced, beheaded, died?”

“Then divorced, then beheaded again. With any luck, you just might survive.”

She looks like she’s swallowed a lemon, eyes wide and wary as she stares out at the world around us. She’s oddly charming. I don’t think she’ll survive the week, but I do find myself rooting for her.

I drum my fingers on the steering wheel, half watching her. If she’s wanting me to say something comforting and uplifting, she’s chosen the wrong kidnapper. I couldn’t be dreading my time at Sorrowsong any more if I tried. A sinking feeling pushes me heavier into my seat, not for what I think I’ll encounter here, but what I’ll miss at home.

If something happens to my mother, I’m ten hours away. A lot can happen in ten hours.

Beside me, my hostage pulls a cracked phone out of her tote bag, brow furrowed as she blows the water out of the charging port and turns it on. The police won’t help you here, I want to joke, but it’s also true. And I think she knows that already, because she glances at it for half a second and drops it back into the soggy puddle at her feet.

I take a hard right into the staff car park in front of the castle’s main structure. It’s full, save for one of the chancellor’s spaces. Sorry, Harris. “You haven’t told me your name, fish food.”

“And you haven’t told me yours.”

Fucking hell. I give up on friendly conversation with her and pull off the single greatest reverse bay park in history. She doesn’t even look impressed. What a waste. “Alex. My name is Alex.”

I unclip my seat belt and shift to face her in the quiet car. The mood shifts slightly, tense to tranquil. It’s my first chance to take her in.

Wide, doe eyes blink up at me, a smattering of freckles decorating the pale skin of her cheeks and nose. Her breaths are soft, delicate, like she’s waiting for me to say something.

I let my eyes drop. Her skirt sits higher on her thighs now that she’s sitting. Her wet shirt molds to her chest in a way I shouldn’t even notice. She’s athletic, more toned than her outfit would let on. I keep my eyes away from her hair. Mustn’t look at the hair.

I’ve always had a thing for redheads.

Her eyes flick to my forearms, to the swell of my shirt where the top button is undone. God, it’s hot in this car. I said I wouldn’t entertain any women during my time here, but it’s already feeling like a chore. I’m desperate for a distraction, lighting a cigarette even though I’ve been doing so well at stopping.

I take a long drag, staring out at the gray sky.

Maybe I should try to enjoy my time here. Maybe a little bit of flirting won’t hurt. Might pass the time quicker. Might ease the gray cloud. Maybe she’ll flirt back. I turn to face her once more. “Maybe Oliver Twist was a little harsh.”

She yanks her skirt down lower on her thighs, picks up her bag, and, honest-to-God, runs away from me.

Fantastic. Never trying that again.

I sink farther into the seat, tipping my head back to blow out a weary breath of smoke. Who was that? A hollow sort of emptiness settles in the car; a silence I didn’t notice during the other eleven hours of my journey.

In the rearview mirror, I watch her cross the drawbridge like the Grim Reaper himself is nipping at her heels. The second she’s out of my sight, the passenger door is yanked open. Vincenzo slides into the car, stealing a cigarette and frowning at the stained carpet beneath his black boots. “Your sisters?”

“No, some weird ginger girl.”

His face lights up, a tattooed hand tugging back his hood to reveal a freshly buzzed haircut. “You’ve got a girl?”

“No, I gave her a ride.”

“And? Was she hot? I need all the details, man.”

“She ran away from me.”

The unlit cigarette falls out of his mouth, chest shaking with laughter. “But was she hot?”

“She was rude.”

He grins, all chipped teeth and sparkling blue eyes. “Classic. Everyone wants the mean, hot girl until they’re actually mean. Listen,” he slaps his palm down on his thigh like a father teaching his son a lesson, “when a hot girl is mean to you, you say thanks. I love mean women.”

“And that’s why you’ve never made it to a third date.”

The flame of his Zippo makes his skin glow orange. “Yeah, but the first two dates are always great.”

Even if I was interested, I’d need a whole ring binder to keep up with Vincenzo’s dating activity. If they reply to his initial hello, he catches feelings. “I’m sure they are.”

“Well . . . if you’re not keen, maybe you can introduce me to that ginger girl.”

“Absolutely not,” I say, before snapping my mouth shut. What the fuck? Vincenzo looks like he’s just won the lottery. “She’s just not your sort of girl. She’s scared enough as is,” I rush to clarify.

I push open my door and step out into the drizzle before he can reply. A flash of lightning splits the sky into two. It smells like rain, like a damp forest floor. I tip my head back and purge my lungs of coffee and cinnamon, dragging in my first full exhale for what feels like a long time.

Distracted in the first ten minutes. Not good enough, Alex.

My life feels like a game of chess against my father, my pieces scattered between Sorrowsong and New York. If I’m to come out on top, I’m going to have to do a whole lot better than this.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

TO MR. WOODS, my biggest fan, the best support system, and the reason all of this is possible. I love you.

My parents, for the endless faith in me and all my many career choices. I owe it all to you.

Paisley and Hannah, for helping me shape a messy manuscript into a real book. Your knowledge and your expertise are so valued.

Erin, Tom, Ben, and Doug. I’m sure gift wrapping hundreds of books on my living room floor and covering for me while I write beneath the table at the pub quiz every Monday is above and beyond the call of friendship, but I really appreciate it anyway.

To Daisy, my powerhouse of an agent. You’ve unlocked doors I never thought I’d walk through, and you’ve made it look a whole lot easier than I’m sure it is. You’re the best of the best!

The biggest of thank-yous to all the other talented agents at PFD who have worked so hard on this book to get it into the hands of more readers.

To Kinza and the wonderful team at Pan Macmillan for taking a chance on Sorrowsong.

To Nicole, Hayley, Sierra, and the incredible Zando-Slowburn team for believing in this book as much as I do.

Somme, for teaching me all I know about authoring and for always being in my corner.

Ellie—we’re a dream team! I’ll always love working with you.

Rebecca, my idol. I love achieving our dreams together.

Alison, Stef, Manna, Van, Cat, Zarin, Aminah, and Dilan, for all the support that never goes unnoticed.

And last but never ever least, to the readers that picked up this book in all its varying forms. None of this would exist without you being here, and “thank you” doesn’t cover it. I’m so lucky to share my stories with you.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

AUTUMN WOODS is an aerospace engineer by day, romance author by evening and weekend. She currently lives in the south-west of the UK with Mr. Woods and their dog.

She loves to write strong FMCs and dark and twisty MMCs, wrapping them up in cottagecore and dark academia worlds.

When not writing or reading, she’s usually painting, baking, or spending time outdoors.

[image: Instagram logo] @autumnwoods.author

[image: Tiktok logo] @autumn.woods.author


OEBPS/images/instagram.jpg





OEBPS/images/tiktok.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
He’s her enemy.






