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For Aurora, my dawn,

And for those who have endured

the darkest of nights

and survived to see the light.
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Pronunciation Guide

Lonan: LOE-nan

Gossemort: GOSS-morr

Gault: gawlt

Imaelhain: EYE-mel-hayn

Antoine: AN-twawn

Ollinde: AW-lind

Nona: NOH-nah

Froderick: FROE-duhr-ik

Egbert: EGG-burt




Once upon a time, far from the cursed land of Aragoa, across the deathly hills of Castelle and over the mountains where the Odd things dwell, in the Illuminated Kingdom of Gault, dwelt a soldier with his wife and only daughter. With her beloved gone and the war raging, his wife grew sick at heart, and she knew the end was near. She called her daughter to her side. “Nothing would bring me greater joy,” she said, “than a walk through the wood.”

Though the forest was enchanted and full of terrible magic, the girl could not refuse her. They walked together along the riverside, deep in the wood, the wife of the soldier humming softly and combing her fingers through her daughter’s hair. Their hours there stretched and curled, and the sun did not rise or burn away the fog, for this was a place lost to time, a place of strange magic.

While walking, the soldier’s wife drew a pair of shears from her apron and snipped a lock of her own hair. The daughter gasped, but the mother laughed and said, “It is only hair, Nightingale.” She trapped the hair inside a timepiece and gave it to the girl to wear around her neck. “Dear daughter,” said the soldier’s wife, “be clever and dauntless, for those virtues protect better than any sword.”

With her new treasure around her neck, the girl wandered along the river to play, comforted by the sound of her mother’s humming. But when she returned, her mother had vanished, and only her humming remained.

Years later, the soldier remarried and was again called away to war. He promised gifts to his stepchildren, who asked for herbs and bones to practice their spellcraft. But when he asked his daughter what she should like, she did not ask for treasures. She who had lost her mother already wished only for her father’s safe return. “Shall I bring bounties for your siblings and give you nothing?” her father asked. So she asked her father for one simple gift—a story.

On his journey, he collected a tale for his daughter. However, the soldier did not survive his time at war. The story was left untold, for her caretakers considered it of an unsavory sort. They determined that there are some tales too great and terrible for the mind of a fledgling young girl. But they did not know that one day she would become great and terrible herself . . . and could tell her own stories.

   

   
Chapter One

S ometimes a heart breaks slowly. Sometimes all at once. But it is a rare and terrible thing for a heart to be broken by magic.

Mine was broken long ago. My mother was a meiga, a magic-wielder, and could do beautiful and formidable things with Light magic. She snapped off a piece of my heart and promised it was for my safety, to keep me protected from the wretched world.

“A heart, little Nightingale,” she told me, “is a bloody timekeeper. It marks the beginnings and ends of days. Every beat a tick, every rush of blood a moment closer to the end. The world is full of monsters who will gladly tear your heart to shreds. So it is safer for me to keep it. It is safer for it to be broken. No one can hurt a heartless witch.”

Then she vanished, taking part of me with her.

Her magic keeps me alive in place of my heart. But I’ve always wondered why, if my heart is so broken, do I still feel so much.

My stepsiblings call me heartless. And I suppose I have quite a bite. Keep your distance. Don’t let them see how you care. Try very, very hard not to care at all. Those are my creeds, and I’m shit at living by them.

For example, I should know not to go into the Blood Woods alone. But it’s my best friend’s scream that rends the evening air, and I make a stupid, reckless decision.

At the sound of the scream, my head whips toward Hugo. He’s standing with me in the near-freezing water of the school fountain. We’d dared each other to jump in barefoot. Whoever gets out first loses. “That was Poppy.”

His eyes are wide with terror too. But he sees the decision on my face—he knows me too well. “Vesper, don’t.”

“That was Poppy.”

“Let’s get the rest of the cohort, tell a teacher. We’ll find—”

I lose the dare. Leaving my buckle shoes in a pile by the fountain, I grab my scythe and sprint for the school gates. Hugo shouts after me, but he doesn’t follow.

I pass the tree line. I shouldn’t be out here. “Don’t go into the woods.” That’s what my father taught me. But then he died in the woods. Disobedient daughter that I am, I’ve been following him into them ever since.

It’s twilight—the shadows of the great bloody oaks have grown cold, and the edge of the sun has dipped past the high towers of the academy behind me. There are mere minutes before the portcullis on the front gate of Gossemort will slam shut, when every window will be barred and every door will lock. And for the night, nothing left outside of Gossemort, student or fiendling, will be able to find its way in.

I have to find her. And I have to be fast. I just really wish I hadn’t left my shoes behind. My stockings are sopping wet, and my toes are near frozen as I stampede through the woods. Twigs and sharp rocks scrape my soles as I listen for her voice again through the trees.

She was on patrol tonight. Each night a team of students traces the perimeter of the stone walls that surround the school, ridding it of fiendlings.

Fiendlings are an enigma. Even those of us who train against them do not understand them and hardly know what they look like. They change form at will. Made of pure shadow, they move like water, only revealing themselves for what they are with those red, glowing eyes.

Patrol is dangerous, but Poppy has done it dozens of times. I’ve never heard her scream like that. I’d rather be locked out of the school in the perilous forest with Poppy than warm and safe inside while she was left to the Dark. She’d do the same for me.

I slow my pace and try to get my bearings. And when I realize that I’m not sure which direction I’m going, when I realize that in the dimness and the strangeness of the shadows of the Blood Woods, I cannot even tell where the sun is, I look behind me, and I’ve lost sight of the school.

The forest floor is thickly covered with creeping undergrowth. The shadows here are deep and sinister. All the trees look the same, their massive bloody trunks snaking upward. The townsfolk believe that these oaks draw their color from the blood of soldiers who died here defending the Kingdom of Gault from the Kingdom of Imaelhain. I know far more blood has been spilled by the monsters that live here. I listen for Poppy and realize that I can hear nothing. Not the wind. Not the rustle of life that a forest should have.

But there is the faintest hush in the dark places between trees, slithering in the hollows and underbrush, creeping beneath thorns and thistles. I hear whispers.

Fiendlings.

They like the twilight, when they can jump from shadow to shadow, avoiding any shards of sunlight on the ground. This, the edge of night, is when they play. Older students protect the school during the risky dying hours, and tonight was Poppy’s turn.

I might have abandoned my shoes.

But I would never leave my scythe behind.

I quietly draw the magic to myself, from the air, the earth, the dying sun, the whisper of the wind and the way the leaves tumble through it.

Omnia magica sunt. All is magic. That is always the first lesson at Gossemort.

I summon the Light to my scythe, and it glows lavender. The skull of a raven tops the willow-wood handle, the blade mirroring the curved beak of the raven, long and sharp and deadly. The wood is worn in the places my hands rest, and those grooves ground me as I watch the shadows.

Breathe in. Breathe out. The steadiness and reason of the Light flow through me. And that’s when the fiendling shows itself. I see no body—not yet. Just two scarlet eyes. A set of gleaming fangs. And a smile. My stomach flips.

Don’t hesitate.

I strike. I hit. It roars. The fiendling surges upward, two—three—five times the size it appeared to be in the brush. It is a thing made of Darkness, its arms sweeping wide with long, billowing shadows like the cloak of an avenging angel. And then all turns to night.

Shadows surround me like icy waters. Fiendlings are spirit, shifting shape at will. The scarlet eyes glow down at me from ten feet over my head. I feel its breath on my neck.

I know you, it whispers inside my head. I feel its Dark tendrils wrap around my mind. And I falter.

If the Light is calm, the Dark is chaos. If the Light is contentment, the Dark is hunger. If the Light is peace, the Dark is pain. Suddenly sharp grief nearly takes the breath out of me. Images flash through my mind—my mother humming while she held me, my father’s laugh, the cold face of my stepmother as she locked me in the attic, left to befriend the birds and rats.

I can’t breathe.

The fiendling lunges. Darkness wraps around my throat. I’m knocked off my feet. I arc my scythe through the air, but I’ve lost my tether to the Light. It pierces nothing. My head is shoved into the ground, the screech of the fiendling all around me. I feel the cold grip of its hands around my throat. My vision blots and I tear at the hands made of shadow that cut off my breath.

I feel the cool press of the earth under my neck, and I remember. I bury my panic, my pain, my half-functioning heart. The scythe still glows, the timid lavender flaring brighter. And while the fiendling’s fingers squeeze tighter around my throat, I lift the weapon over its head.

But before I bring the blade down on it, its eyes widen. Its grip slackens. It utters one pathetic, sour cry. And then it tumbles and shrivels. Was that my doing? I didn’t touch it. But then the shadows recede and the fiendling is left squirming on the grass as a great scarlet blade plunges into it. Strong hands bring the blade up and then plunge it deeper, and with a final cry, the fiendling shrinks into nothing, as though it had never existed.

Standing over me, with a self-satisfied grin on his face, is Lonan Duval, captain of my cohort.

“Evening, Fontaine,” Lonan says in a too-smooth voice. He grins like a devil. “I cannot wait to hear you explain this to the headmaster.”

   

   
Chapter Two

C harming. Deviant. Cockroach. An annoyingly pretty cockroach, but a cockroach all the same.

In the chaos of the Blood Woods, Lonan is entirely out of place. He grins down at me with dripping condescension, his nearly black, wavy hair neatly combed and dark eyes gleaming behind a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. His Gossemort uniform cuts sharp lines across a muscled frame as taut as harp strings. The blazer and tie have never been able to hide the effects of his training at our school for magical warfare. He’s tall, broad shouldered, and achingly perfect, half prince from a storybook, with his sword still gripped in his hand, and half scholar, more at home in a library than on a battlefield. He is practiced charm and carefully curated perfection.

Except for two things—the eyes and the scar. The latter is a thin, faint line that travels from his jaw down his neck to his collar, and whenever Hugo or one of the more daring younger students has asked him about it, Lonan has answered them with a glare that could freeze fire. Even those who have known Lonan longest know little about him. He keeps it that way.

But his eyes—those are his tell. He cannot hide the dark rims or that sleepy half-lidded look he wears that make him seem like he hasn’t gotten a good night’s rest his whole life. He cannot hide the piercing, chaotic gleam in his black-diamond eyes, as shadowed and slick as a raven’s feathers. That part of him, at least, looks at home in these woods filled with monsters.

I glare up at him. “Stop gloating.”

“I haven’t said a thing.”

“I can feel you gloating.” I push myself to my feet. He still towers over me. “What are you doing out here?”

“I’m your captain.”

“Yes, we’re all familiar with your shiny badge.” I flick the little pin on his lapel that designates him as cohort captain. He barely surpassed me last year to earn that badge, and I’m clearly handling the defeat with the grace of a saint.

He sheathes his sword and rests his hand on its hilt. “Hugo told me you charged into the woods. Alone. Just before sundown. I—where are your shoes?”

We both look down at my feet. The freezing water has turned my toes numb and left the rest of me shivering.

“I left them in the cloisters,” I say.

“Why are your socks all . . . wet?” He sighs. “Saints below, Fontaine, are you trying to get yourself killed? You know what’s in these woods. You’re welcome, by the way.”

“For what?” I pretend to dust myself off and pass by him, scythe in hand. I have to find Poppy, even if it’s growing dark and cold. I try to hide my shivering, but my teeth are clacking together.

“For saving you,” he calls after me, following me farther into the trees.

I call over my shoulder, “I didn’t need your help.”

“You were about to be devoured by a fiendling. I didn’t want to explain your ridiculous demise to your godfather. Really, seven years at Gossemort, and you run out into the forest near nightfall?” He tsks like a schoolteacher.

Saints, he really is begging to be slapped. “I heard Poppy scream, and I don’t frankly care if it’s near night. She’s out on patrol tonight, and if . . .” I can’t articulate the words, the images my mind wants to conjure. “If something happened, she needs help.”

Camaraderie, loyalty, belonging—they’re what keep a cohort, this school, the whole kingdom waging its war against the Darkness together and functioning. Gossemort is a place to form bonds closer than family. It’s why it’s home. It’s why I can’t—won’t—leave Poppy out here to face the fiendlings alone.

“It’s not going after her that I’m faulting. It’s rushing out of Gossemort alone and without proper footwear.”

“Yes, Mother.”

A voice breaks through the woods, distant enough that I can only hear a few squeals of . . . fear? Pain? “No, no, please . . .”

That’s Poppy.

And then there is another sound. A low, predatory roar that shakes the very trees. My eyes meet Lonan’s. And we both plunge into the woods.

It’s a footrace through the trees to find her. We break through a copse of trees, and finally, there she is on the forest floor with her back to a trunk. And one of her legs is stretched out in front of her. She’s covered in blood.

Immediately the panic in me turns to focus. I am the person my cohort wants with them in an emergency, the one they will one day want beside them on a battlefield. Because in the exact situations that cause others to panic, I become a sharpened blade, as severe and exact as my scythe. Focused. Unshakable.

“You’re like this school, Vesper,” Poppy once told me. “A fortress. I’m pretty sure one of us could die and you wouldn’t shed a tear.” She didn’t mean it to hurt, and in truth, I knew she was right. I am too good with crises, too familiar with death to be rattled.

So with Poppy bleeding on the forest floor, I jump into action. “Lonan, your jacket,” I demand. He sheds the school blazer instead of arguing with me. “Search the trees,” I tell him as I press Lonan’s jacket to Poppy’s wounded leg. “It might still be here.”

I really shouldn’t be giving him orders. I’m making a mess of the chain of command. But he does as I say regardless, and I’m glad that for once he’d rather be efficient than argue with me.

“How much pain are you in? Can you walk?” I ask Poppy. Her burnished red hair falls chaotically around her face. She’s too pale. Her shoulders are trembling—shock. She laughs painfully.

“I’m all right,” she reassures. I don’t believe her. “I got it before it could escape. After it tried to tear off my leg.”

Poppy’s magic has never lent itself much to fighting. Every meiga needs an object to anchor their Light magic—an object of warfare that chooses the meiga. But Poppy’s anchor is only technically a weapon—a ring with a small box containing poison. So she carries a magicless bow and tips her arrows with her poison. Clever, but not as effective as my scythe or Lonan’s sword.

“Dead or alive, it’s not here anymore,” Lonan says.

The shadows are deeper now. The sky is nearly black. Poppy’s injury has bled through the fabric of Lonan’s blazer. If we don’t stop the bleeding, she won’t be able to stay conscious.

I tug off my cranberry school sweater embroidered with the Gossemort coat of arms and use it to try to mop up the mess of her leg. Saints, I can’t even tell where the blood is coming from. Poppy is pale and shaking.

“Can you walk?” I ask again.

She doesn’t speak, and her eyes blink too slowly.

“We have to go,” Lonan says, and together we lift Poppy and help her limp back toward the school. I pretend not to feel eyes on us as we cross through the gate.

   


Chapter Three


They told me they buried my mother in the graveyard of Gossemort. They lied.

Towering over the other grave markers is an angel of weathered stone. It hangs its head, tears from years of rainwater staining its cheeks. It holds its scythe like a shepherd holds their crook, guarding her supposed grave with empty eyes.

“She loved this school,” my father told me. “She belongs here, watching over you.”

I certainly feel watched. But it is no comfort.

It’s more like a splinter beneath the skin, digging its way into my awareness no matter how I try to ignore it. I know her body is not in that ground. She didn’t die. She vanished.

My father told me I’d imagined it—the day she disappeared. He said it was the desperate fantasy of a child who couldn’t handle the sight of her mother torn to shreds by fiendlings.

And though my memory of that day is hazy, with stark clarity I remember her holding my face, the smell of lilacs from her soap as she kissed my forehead goodbye. And humming—a tune I still find myself humming when my mind wanders.

And that is why I can’t shed a tear. I can’t grieve her. Instead, my heart is broken and unfeeling. But always, always, always, I feel her eyes on me, like a prickle on the back of my neck.

All students have vacated the cloisters. The courtyard with the fountain where Hugo and I soaked our feet like idiots not half an hour ago is now empty.

The great clocktower looms over the graveyard, its face like a watchful eye as we pass through the rows of graves. “Night Cometh” cuts through the glow of the clock’s face. A warning.

Beware the Dark. Cling to the Light. This is life at Gossemort.

Poppy’s steps start to falter as we ascend the stairs to the arched front doors, and Lonan scoops her up. Just as we pass through the threshold of the heavy wooden doors of Gossemort, I hear the portcullis crash down over the front gate behind us. Gossemort is sealed for the night.

By the time we reach the infirmary, Poppy has drifted into unconsciousness. Nurse Verne—a gray-haired man with a pinched face who likes to treat every ailment with peppermint candies and a good scolding about the rashness of youth—ushers us inside. He hobbles over to the bed and orders Lonan to deposit Poppy there with a grumble.

I look up through the lancet windows that taper toward the buttress-lined ceiling. The sky does not seem quite as dark here as it did in the Blood Woods. The windows look like paintings this time of day, each one capturing a different cut of the sunset, from hot orange to ominous violet.

“Girl, pay attention,” Nurse Verne barks, and holds out a cloth. “Hold this to her wound. Good pressure. That’s it.” I hold the cloth against Poppy’s leg wound, and as soon as I do, she bolts upright and yelps.

“Calm down,” Nurse Verne says, pressing Poppy back into the mattress. “Just a cleaning. You’d think I’d amputated it, with your screaming. You, keep that pressure on it,” he chides me. “Shouldn’t be out at this time,” he grumbles as he gathers supplies from the cabinet. “Damn fools.”

“She was on patrol,” I argue, even if arguing with Verne is as good as arguing with a gargoyle.

“Don’t get me started on that. Don’t know what the headmaster is thinking, sending you all out there, with the creatures lurking in the woods these days . . .”

“We train to fight fiendlings.”

He locks his yellowed, world-weary eyes with mine. “I ain’t talking about fiendlings, child. You all are shut up here and don’t know the world. Well, I spend many a night in town among the regular folk, down at the tavern. And they have different tales to tell than what you’ll hear at Gossemort.” His eyes shift between the three of us. “Terrible things. Unnatural things. From over the mountains in that cursed country of Imaelhain.”

“Worse than a fiendling?” I ask skeptically.

He barks a laugh and begins stitching Poppy’s wound. “Worse than a fiendling, she asks. Oh yes, worse than a fiendling.” The gash is dark and deep. The fact that Nurse Verne is not dismissing the injury outright and stuffing a peppermint in her hand is telling enough. I count twelve stitches as he works. “Fiendlings is child’s play compared to what they got out in Imaelhain. Fiendlings is just beasts. Now, these other things—something else. It’s a sickness, they’re saying. Spreading town to town. Gets closer to here every damn week.” He looks up at the two of us, eyes bright and near fanatical. “Siphons.”

The skin on the back of my neck chills.

“Sounds like drunken tavern talk,” Lonan says.

Nurse Verne’s eyes slice to Lonan as he finishes dressing the wound. “Dismiss it all you want, boy, but the sickness turns men into monsters. You’ll bleed your own mother dry till her body’s wrinkled as a raisin. And that’s to say nothing of what the army is meeting over those wicked mountains—a thing they’re calling the Great Nightmare. Razing dozens of soldiers in moments, so quick and damned deadly no one can tell you what it is, what it looks like. I’m telling you, I don’t like you young ones out in the woods close to nightfall. The days are darker than they used to be.”

Lonan and I make eye contact again, and I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes. It’s Verne’s favorite saying, one Hugo does an excellent impression of whenever the mood strikes. The old curmudgeon is always complaining about how everything is worse off than it once was.

But then again, there have been signs.

At Gossemort, we train for war. Magic used to be so much more than that. The school now has entire wings that lie dusty and dormant, spaces for studying magical histories and sciences, arts and arithmetic. But then the war with Imaelhain began, the kingdom where all Dark magic has its roots. Things had to be pruned. The Kingdom of Gault, the Illuminated Kingdom, last refuge of the Light, needed meigas to fight, so Gossemort stepped in to train them.

Poppy’s brother was sent to fight in Gault’s meiga forces last year. She used to receive letters from him. There haven’t been any in months. I think that’s what haunts her as she stares at the ceiling, her blue eyes wide, her leg wrapped in thick bandages.

“Can she still go to the feast?” I ask. Tonight is Winter Solstice, and the school holds a feast and dance every year.

“Definitely not!”

“It’s all right, Vesper,” Poppy says.

“What if she sits down the whole time?” I ask. This is our last year at Gossemort. Our last Solstice.

“There is more to education than dancing and philandering.”

“But—”

“You think I don’t know what goes on at those dances? Oh yes, the lot of you are a bunch of hormonal, tongue-sucking miscreants. Then it’s up to the infirmary in the middle of the night, waking me up, and suddenly you’re all shy like you weren’t boinking bits like bunnies not half an hour earlier. ‘Nurse Verne, I need help.’ Like I’m the damned contraception fairy.”

I have to pinch my lips shut to keep from laughing at the look of horror on Lonan’s face. “I don’t think anyone thinks you’re a fairy—”

“I was young once! You think I didn’t smack every bottom I could when I was in this place? Boys, girls—didn’t matter. If they could bend over, I—”

“Oh Saints, Nurse Verne, please stop.”

Poppy has her hand clasped over her mouth, holding back laughter. Her freckles are being swallowed by the redness in her cheeks.

Nurse Verne grumbles, “Hold still, girl, unless you want this leg to look like impressionist artwork.”

The door to the infirmary crashes open, and I turn to see the rest of our cohort flow in. Hugo jogs ahead of the rest, coming to Poppy’s side. “I was searching the woods with Orla and Ollinde. I didn’t know you found her. Oh Saints, Pop. What happened?” He raises a hand as if he wants to put it on her shoulder, her face, her hand . . . but he can’t seem to bring himself to touch her, and he settles for letting his arm rest at his side, clenching and unclenching his fist as he asks her how she is.

Nurse Verne waves him away so he can keep treating her. Hugo reluctantly sidles up beside me. “You know, you’ve got
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