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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


The clock on Ms. Winters' mantelpiece chimes eleven, echoing through the orderly suburban home where I've spent the last eight months trying to pretend I'm still the same girl who left for Greyveil Academy almost a year ago. Spoiler alert: I'm not.


I sit cross-legged on what used to be my bed, sorting through the belongings that will accompany me back to school in a few days. It's a pathetic collection—a few changes of clothes, my father's worn copy of The Hobbit, and the small pile of magical texts I've accumulated over the summer. Without thinking, I arrange them by their energy signatures: the basic theory books with their steady, academic hum; the historical accounts that pulse with residual magic from the events they describe; and finally, Selene Morvath's journal, which seems to whisper secrets even when closed.


Beside my duffel bag sits a small stack of letters—correspondence that's kept me connected to Greyveil throughout the extended break. Most are from Iris, her neat handwriting filling page after page with updates about her summer with her family, questions about my progress with magical control, and increasingly worried observations about strange dreams she's been having. Two letters bear Morrigan's distinctive black ink and silver wax seals, their contents characteristically cryptic but oddly comforting in their familiar sarcasm. I've never exchanged letters by mail before, but it's unexpectedly fun. I guess the world I am now a part of doesn't rely heavily on technology.


I've written back to both of them, though I've been careful about what I reveal. Some things—like the weakening barriers I've been sensing, mostly in the early hours of the day in my own neighborhood, or the increasingly violent voices among the suburban ghost population—seem better left unshared until we're all back at school.


The extended break has been both a blessing and a curse. After the Equinox Ball incident and Nihil's attempted breach of the veil, Headmistress Morrow made the unprecedented decision to close Greyveil early—in November instead of the usual March closure. Eight months away from the castle's ancient stones and concentrated magical energies gave everyone time to process what had happened, but it also left me stranded in the mundane world with abilities I'm still learning to control.


A soft knock at my door interrupts my packing. "Elara? May I come in?"


"Of course," I call back, quickly shoving the magical texts into my duffel bag.


Ms. Winters enters with a cup of tea—chamomile, the same blend she used to make when I had nightmares as a younger foster child. She's changed little in the year since I left, still moving with that careful precision born of chronic pain, still maintaining the emotional distance that kept us both safe during my turbulent teenage years.


"I wanted to thank you again," I say, accepting the warm mug. "For letting me come back here this summer. I know it's not exactly conventional, having your former foster kid return as a paying tenant."


She nods with her characteristic efficiency. "The arrangement works well for both of us. The rent helps with expenses, and the house benefits from having someone here during the extended break." She pauses, her expression softening almost imperceptibly. "It's been... pleasant, having you back."


The admission is delivered in her typical measured tone, but I catch the slight warmth beneath the professional courtesy. Ms. Winters has always been careful with emotions, but there's genuine satisfaction in her voice—not just about the practical arrangement, but about my presence here.


"I've appreciated having a place to stay," I reply, matching her formal tone while understanding the deeper sentiment. "It's made the transition easier. Especially with the school closing so early last year."


"Yes, that was quite unexpected," she says, her brow furrowing slightly. "Eight months is a long time between terms. Though I suppose those structural repairs you mentioned must have been quite extensive."


I nod, maintaining the story I'd told her when I first arrived back in November—that Greyveil had discovered critical issues with the foundation that required immediate attention and an extended closure. It was easier than trying to explain soul-stealing entities and breaches in reality. I'm also glad she hasn't asked how I pay rent. The stipend I received from the Academy was another surprise. It covers my food and living expenses, along with leaving me with some spending money.


“I’ll pack you some sandwiches. It’s a six-hour train ride to Fairfall Town. You’ll need something to eat. When do you leave again? Thursday?" she asks, then adds with careful consideration, "I could drive you to the station if you'd like. It's no trouble.”


"That's very kind of you," I say, touched by the offer despite her measured delivery, "but I couldn't ask you to do that. Not with your back acting up lately. I've seen you wincing when you think I'm not looking."


She straightens slightly, a flash of surprise crossing her features at being noticed. "It has been particularly bothersome this week," she admits reluctantly.


"I'll manage just fine on my own," I assure her. "I've gotten good at traveling light."


She nods, and I can see the relief in her posture despite her attempt to hide it. The drive to the station would be difficult for her, especially with the long walk from the parking area.


She turns to leave, then pauses at the doorway. "I trust your second year will go well, Elara. You seem... more settled than when you left."


It's the closest thing to personal interest she's expressed, delivered with her usual restraint but carrying genuine hope for my success.


"I hope so, too," I say, and she nods once before closing the door behind her.


I stare at the door before sighing. I know I have changed. I feel more confident in my skin now, as if I’ve begun to reclaim something that has always been a part of me. Facing so many different obstacles in the academy has hardened a part of me, a part that is determined to survive and succeed.


The whispers of the dead have been my constant companions over the extended break, though they've changed in character. Gone are the urgent, prophetic warnings that used to overwhelm me. Instead, I'm treated to a running commentary of suburban afterlife drama.


Right now, for instance, I can hear old Mr. Henderson from next door—who died three years ago but apparently hasn't gotten the memo that his gardening days are over.


"No, no, Margaret! You're watering the roses all wrong! The roots need deep soaking, not that light sprinkling nonsense!" His exasperated voice drifts through the walls as his widow tends to their garden. "And for the love of— those aren't weeds, woman! I spent years cultivating those wildflowers!"


A sudden giggle from the corner of my room makes me look up from my packing. There, perched on top of my dresser, sits my most persistent spectral companion—a little girl who appears to be about four years old, with tangled blonde hair and a grubby dress that might have been white once upon a time. Her finger is, predictably, firmly lodged in her nose.


"Really?" I sigh, watching as she extracts her finger and examines her findings with scientific interest. "I'm trying to have a serious moment here."


She grins at me, completely unrepentant, then proceeds to wipe her finger on the side of my dresser. I've grown oddly fond of her over the months, despite her disgusting habits and tendency to appear at the most inappropriate times.


"You know, most people would be disturbed by a ghost child with hygiene issues," I tell her conversationally. "I'm starting to think there's something wrong with me that I find you endearing."


She tilts her head, considering this, then shrugs and goes back to picking her nose. At least she's consistent.


From somewhere outside, another voice joins the spectral chorus—a young boy, maybe eight or nine, engaged in an eternal game of hopscotch on the sidewalk.


"One, two, three, four... hey, lady, you can't park there! That's my hopscotch court!" His indignant protests are directed at someone who clearly can't hear him. "Five, six, seven... ugh, now I have to start over because you messed up my concentration!"


The mental barriers Darian taught me hold steady, keeping the voices at a manageable volume—background noise rather than the overwhelming assault they used to be. But lately, I've noticed something troubling. The barriers themselves feel... thinner. Less substantial. As if the very fabric that separates the living world from the realm of the dead is wearing thin.


Even more concerning are the newer voices—angrier and more violent than the usual suburban ghost population. It's a new development that started just a few weeks ago: I can suddenly hear whispers of ghosts far beyond my immediate vicinity, their rage apparently strong enough to breach the distance that should muffle them. I don't know what changed, but the anger amongst the ghosts began around the same time when I started experiencing the weakening of the veil. And I don't believe in coincidences.


"She thinks she got away with it," comes a bitter male voice from somewhere downtown, miles away, but crystal clear in my mind. "Poisoned my coffee and watched me die. But I know the truth, Jennifer. I know what you did, and I'm coming for you."


That one always makes me shudder. Unlike Mr. Henderson's gardening complaints or the hopscotch boy's territorial disputes, this spirit carries a malevolent energy that reminds me uncomfortably of the darkness we faced at Greyveil. The fact that I can hear him from such a distance suggests my abilities are growing in ways I don't understand—and possibly in ways I don't want them to.


Throughout the extended break, I've been slowly working my way through Selene's journal, learning about the partnership she forged with Elias Castellan in 1841. Their story reads like a fairy tale at first—two opposing magics finding harmony, creating something greater than either could achieve alone. But as I've read deeper, darker truths have emerged.


Selene didn't disappear from the historical record by choice. She was erased. If her journal is here and everything in it is true then why has she not been mentioned in the records anywhere. It’s almost as somebody has deliberately removed or traces of her in existing public records.


And according to her final entries, she wasn't the first Deathborn to suffer that fate after helping a Castellan family member save the world.


****


Two days before my departure, I venture into town to pick up a few essentials Ms. Winters suggested I might need. The local pharmacy carries travel-sized toiletries, and I grab some basic supplies for the heck of it, while trying to ignore the increasing spectral activity around me.


The little nose-picking ghost has decided to accompany me, skipping alongside as I navigate the aisles. She seems fascinated by the automatic doors, running back and forth through them with delighted giggles that only I can hear.


"Could you not?" I mutter as she starts picking her nose again, this time while standing directly in front of the pharmacy counter where the elderly clerk is trying to help me.


She grins and wipes her finger on a display of reading glasses.


I'm reaching for a bottle of shampoo when I sense him before I see him—the bitter spirit from downtown, the one who's convinced his girlfriend poisoned him. The temperature around me drops several degrees, and the little ghost girl suddenly stops her antics, her small face going pale with fear.


I keep my eyes fixed on the shelves, pretending not to notice as he drifts past. But something's wrong. Unlike the other spirits I've encountered over the summer, this one feels... solid. Not corporeal exactly, but substantial in a way that makes my skin crawl.


"I know you can see me," his voice hisses directly into my ear, cold breath that shouldn't exist, making me shiver. "You're like me now, aren't you? Caught between worlds."


I grab the shampoo bottle with trembling fingers, still refusing to acknowledge him. But when he reaches out—and I swear I feel phantom fingers brush my shoulder—the little ghost girl shrieks in a pitch only I can hear and vanishes completely.


The contact sends a shock through my system, like touching a live wire. For a split second, I'm not standing in a suburban pharmacy anymore. I'm in a cramped apartment, watching a woman with nervous eyes slip something into a coffee cup while a man—this same bitter spirit when he was alive—sits unsuspecting at a kitchen table.


The vision lasts only a heartbeat, but it leaves me gasping. I've never experienced anything like that before—seeing a ghost's memories, witnessing the moment of their death. The raw emotion, the betrayal, the slow realization as poison burns through his system...


My mother's locket grows warm against my chest, the metal heating rapidly until it's almost uncomfortable against my skin. The bitter spirit recoils as if burned, his form wavering before he retreats with a frustrated growl.


"Soon," he promises before disappearing entirely. "Soon, you'll understand."


I stand frozen in the aisle, my heart hammering against my ribs. Why did my locket react like that?


The elderly clerk looks at me with concern.


"Are you all right, dear? You look quite pale."


"I'm fine," I manage, though my voice sounds thin even to my own ears. "Just... tired."


I complete my purchases in a daze, the locket continuing to pulse with warmth against my chest. The vision replays in my mind—the woman's face, twisted with guilt and determination; the man's final moments of comprehension; the bitter taste of betrayal that somehow lingers on my tongue despite not being my memory.


Outside the pharmacy, I lean against the brick wall, trying to steady my breathing. This is new. Different. The ghosts I've encountered before were like radio signals—voices I could tune in or out. But this spirit had somehow forced me to experience his death, to see through his eyes in those final moments.


Why? Why would he do that? How could he do that? And more importantly, what did he mean that I would understand?


Questions and anxiety swirl within me as I leave the store.


The little ghost girl doesn't reappear, even when I get home. Her absence feels like a physical ache, as if I've lost a friend I didn't realize I valued so much. I find myself checking corners and shadows, hoping to catch a glimpse of her familiar, grubby form.


But she's gone, and I can't shake the feeling that the bitter spirit's touch has somehow changed something fundamental about my connection to the spectral world.


***


The night before my departure, I finally finish packing. My meager belongings fit easily into the single duffel bag, leaving plenty of room for the books and letters that have sustained me through the long break. I stack Iris's correspondence neatly in a side pocket, along with Morrigan's more cryptic communications. I don’t understand half the things more than says because they seem like they’re in a code only she understands, but it’s fun to try and figure it out


While I am nervous about returning, I'm also excited. When I first arrived at the Academy, I knew next to nothing. While our classes teach us how to handle our abilities, I have learned so much more about what I'm capable of. I lift my hands and study them, magic, tingling my fingers. It feels like I'm going home even though I've spent so long in this house. Even though I know not everyone's going to be happy to see me.


But I don't care. This year, I will be allowed to practice my magic in private settings with a senior student around. Darian was already mentoring me, but this year, we don't have to sneak around to do it.


Ms. Winters has already gone to bed, the house settling into its familiar nighttime quiet. I lie down, exhaustion pulling at me despite my anxiety about returning to school. The suburban ghosts have been unusually quiet since my encounter at the pharmacy, even Mr. Henderson's horticultural complaints reduced to distant murmurs.


Sleep comes easier than expected, but it doesn't last.


I wake to searing heat against my chest. The locket is burning—not warm, not hot, but genuinely burning like a brand against my skin. I gasp, sitting up abruptly and reaching for the chain to pull it away from my chest.


The moment my fingers close around the pendant, the world shifts.


I stand at a threshold—not a physical doorway, but something more abstract. Before me stretches a corridor that seems to exist in multiple realities simultaneously. Sometimes, it's the familiar stone passageway of Greyveil's ancient halls. Other times, it's a modern hospital corridor, sterile and white. Occasionally, it flickers into something else entirely—a tunnel of living shadow that pulses with its own heartbeat.


A figure approaches from the distant end, backlit by a light source I can't identify. As it draws closer, I make out the silhouette of a woman—tall, graceful, with long hair that seems to move in an unfelt wind. Her face remains indistinct, features shifting like reflections on disturbed water, but something about her movement, her bearing, sends recognition thrilling through me.


"Mom?" The word escapes me in a whisper.


She continues forward until she stands just beyond the threshold, her features still frustratingly unclear. When she speaks, her voice carries the sound of wind through autumn leaves, familiar yet impossible to place.


"The boundaries are thinning again," she says, her words seeming to come from both everywhere and nowhere. "And this time, they'll be looking for you."


"Who will?" I ask, stepping closer to the threshold. "Looking for me, why?"


But she's already fading, her form becoming less substantial with each passing second.


"Wait!" I reach toward her, but my hand passes through empty air. "Don't go! I have so many questions—"


Her voice comes as if from a great distance now: "When they speak, learn to listen."


The corridor dissolves around me, reality fragmenting at the edges like a photograph catching fire.


I wake with a gasp, tears streaming down my face—grief for the mother I barely remember, frustration at the cryptic message, and a bone-deep terror at the warning she's given me. My room is dark and quiet, Ms. Winters' house settling around me with its familiar creaks and sighs.


But something has changed. The air feels different—thinner, as if the very fabric of reality has been stretched to its breaking point. And in the distance, barely audible, I can hear something that makes my blood run cold.


Footsteps.


Measured, deliberate footsteps that seem to be coming from everywhere and nowhere at once, growing steadily closer to a destination I can't see.


They're looking for me, my mother had said.


And I have the terrible feeling they're almost here.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


The carriage wheels crunch against familiar gravel as we wind through the iron gates of Greyveil Academy. My stomach flutters with anticipation—not dread this time, which is already an improvement over my first arrival. Eight months away from these ancient stone walls, and somehow, they look both exactly the same and completely different—like seeing a childhood home through adult eyes, except this time I actually belong here.


The driver, still as silent and unseen as he was during my first journey here, brings us to a smooth stop in the circular courtyard. Students emerge from carriages around me, their excited chatter filling the air as they reunite with friends and survey the familiar grounds. I shoulder my duffel bag with practiced ease, the weight of Selene's journal inside a constant reminder of everything I've learned—and everything I still plan to uncover.


As my feet touch the cobblestones, a blur of lavender hair and excited energy crashes into me.


"Elara!" Iris throws her arms around me with such enthusiasm that I stagger backward, laughing as I steady us both. Her wire-rimmed glasses catch the afternoon light, and I notice her hair has grown longer over the summer, the lavender shade shifting to pale violet with her excitement.


"Miss me much?" I grin, squeezing her back just as tightly. Her smile brightens even more. Eight months of letters kept us connected, but having her physically here—solid, warm, radiating pure joy at my return—reminds me why I actually wanted to come back to this magical madhouse.


"You look different," she says, pulling back to study my face with those perceptive eyes. "Older. More... controlled, somehow. And there's something else—you're carrying yourself differently."


"That's what happens when you spend a summer successfully not going insane from ghost commentary," I say with a smirk. "Turns out suburban spirits are mostly concerned with gardening disputes and property lines. Very educational." I give her an appraising look in return, noting the subtle changes in her appearance—her vintage-inspired outfit is more carefully coordinated than before, less defensive armor and more confident expression. "You look exactly the same, but sharper somehow. Like you've figured out a few things yourself."


She grins, running her fingers through her longer hair. "Mom finally stopped treating me like I might spontaneously combust from emotional overload. Apparently, surviving a soul-stealing crisis earns you some parental respect. Plus, I've gotten much better at filtering out overwhelming emotions instead of drowning in them."


"Who knew nearly dying could be so character-building?" I scan the courtyard with casual confidence, no longer the terrified first-year trying to make herself invisible. "Any sign of Morrigan or Darian yet? I'm curious to see if she spent the summer becoming even more dramatically gothic, and whether he bothered to maintain corporeal form over the break."


"I literally just got here myself," Iris laughs. "My carriage was right behind yours. But knowing Morrigan, she probably arrived three days early just to conduct elaborate cleansing rituals on her dormitory. As for Darian..." She shrugs with familiar fondness. "Does anyone ever really know where he is?"


My eyes continue their casual survey of the gathering students, and I admit to myself that I'm looking for one particular head of golden hair. Call it morbid curiosity about how the other half lives. I spot him near the main entrance—tall, broad-shouldered, looking like he stepped out of a Luminary recruitment poster in his perfectly pressed school uniform. His golden-blond hair catches the sunlight even in the shade, creating that infuriating halo effect that seems to follow him everywhere.


He's deep in conversation with someone, his head bent attentively toward—


Evangeline Whitehall.


She stands close enough that they're practically sharing the same breathing space, her cascading platinum blonde hair gleaming with that supernatural sheen that probably costs more than my entire wardrobe. Her flawless porcelain skin seems to glow in the afternoon light, and her pale green eyes are bright with smug satisfaction. Her manicured hand rests possessively on Orion's arm while she chatters animatedly about something that has him nodding with polite attention, his piercing blue eyes focused on her face with diplomatic interest.


I feel a sharp spike of something that might be irritation if I cared enough to analyze it. They look like they belong on the cover of "Magical Elite Quarterly"—all golden perfection and inherited privilege, the picture-perfect Luminary power couple. Which is exactly where they should be, I remind myself. Our temporary alliance was born from necessity, not some grand romantic gesture.


Still, watching Little Miss Perfect stake her claim with such obvious satisfaction is mildly annoying.


As if sensing my attention—or maybe our weird magical connection still has some juice left in it—Orion glances in my direction. Those blue eyes that can shift from warm azure to icy steel meet mine across the courtyard, and for one moment I feel that familiar flutter of awareness, like touching a live wire. His expression is carefully neutral, maintaining that aristocratic composure he's perfected, but something flickers in his gaze before he quickly turns back to Evangeline's territorial display.


"Enjoying the view?" Iris asks with obvious amusement.


"Just appreciating the local wildlife," I say smoothly. "Fascinating mating rituals among the naturally blonde."


Iris snorts with laughter. "Come on, let's get you settled before you start making nature documentary commentary about the entire student body."


We make our way toward the East Wing, and I notice the shift in how other students react to my presence. Gone are the days of people literally fleeing when they saw me coming just because I am Deathborn. Now I get curious stares, nervous whispers, and the occasional awed glance from younger students who've clearly heard exaggerated stories about last year's excitement.


"They don't know what to make of you now," Iris observes. "I can sense it. You've gone from 'terrifying social pariah' to 'dangerous but possibly useful.'"


"An upgrade in every sense," I say with satisfaction. "I was getting tired of the screaming."


The East Wing feels smaller than I remember, but in a comfortable way—like putting on a favorite jacket. My room is exactly as I left it, and I drop my bag on the familiar gray linens with a sense of homecoming that surprises me. The view of the cemetery from my window is unchanged, peaceful and welcoming in its morbid way.


"I'm actually shocked they put you back in the same room," Iris says, settling into my desk chair like she owns it. "Second-years usually get shuffled around."


"Maybe they figured I'd already trained this batch of local ghosts to acceptable standards," I shrug. "Why mess with a working system?"


We venture down the corridor to check on my hall-mates. Darian's door is ajar, revealing his usual collection of Victorian-era clothing and books that look older than the school itself—dark fabrics that seem to absorb light, ancient texts bound in materials I probably don't want to identify. But no sign of the man himself, which is typical. He probably materialized just long enough to drop off his belongings before disappearing into whatever shadowy dimension he calls home.


Morrigan's door is firmly closed, with enough magical energy humming behind it to power a small city. I can practically feel her presence through the wood—that familiar combination of rebellion and raw power wrapped in black clothing and occult symbols.


"Well, she's definitely in there," I tell Iris, nodding toward the door. "And conducting something that requires serious magical firepower."


"Should we knock?" Iris asks, eyeing the door with professional curiosity.


"And interrupt whatever mystical transformation is happening in there? I value my eyebrows too much to risk Morrigan's wrath when she's conducting serious death magic."


The welcome feast in the Main Hall is everything I remember—soaring ceilings painted with moving stars, impossibly long tables, and enough magical pageantry to make a theater director weep with envy. But this time, instead of cowering in the back corner, I claim a seat at one of the mixed-classification tables with the confidence of someone who's earned her place here.


As students settle around us, I catch fragments of conversation that reveal how the magical world has been processing last year's events.


"—spent the summer studying resonance theory in Prague—"


"—my parents actually asked about my Deathborn classmates, if you can believe it—"


The tables are set in the same distinguishing categories: The Luminaries with their light magic, the Elementals who have an affinity for nature and draw their magic from it, the Mentalists who have the ability to use their mind to cast magic, the Umbras who are like better, more accepted versions of the Deathborn classifications with their abilities to control shadows and such. And then there is us, the three Deathborn students.


"—heard they're requiring inter-classification cooperation for advanced courses now—"


That last comment draws a particularly dramatic sigh from the direction of the traditional Luminary table, where Evangeline presides over her court of golden sycophants. She's dressed in robes so pristine white they're practically blinding, their surface seeming to emit its own light. 


"Some people," she announces with the projection of a trained actress, her voice carrying that distinctive tone of inherited superiority, "believe that lowering academic standards will somehow improve magical education. Those of us with actual standards understand that excellence requires maintaining proper boundaries."


Her pale green eyes find mine across the hall, clearly expecting me to wilt under her superior gaze like some intimidated first-year.


Instead, I smile and give her a little finger wave, like I'm greeting an old friend.


Her perfect composure flickers for just a moment—barely a crack in that flawless porcelain facade, but enough to be satisfying.


"You're terrible," Iris murmurs, though she's trying not to laugh.


"I prefer 'selectively honest,'" I reply sweetly.


Headmistress Morrow rises from the faculty table, and the hall falls into respectful silence. She looks exactly as formidable as I remember—tall and slender despite her sixty-seven years, silver hair braided in that elegant crown style, amber eyes that seem to see straight through whatever facade you're presenting. Her midnight blue robes embroidered with silver stars catch the magical light, making her appear both regal and slightly otherworldly.


"Welcome back, students of Greyveil," she begins, her voice carrying the authority of someone who's spent nearly three decades managing magical teenagers through various apocalyptic crises. "We gather today not just to begin a new academic year, but to continue the evolution that began with our last term together."


I lean back in my chair, interested to see how the establishment plans to spin last year's near-apocalypse into a teaching moment.


"The events of the Equinox Ball revealed truths about magic that challenge centuries of conventional thinking. We have learned that the boundaries between classifications are more fluid than previously believed, and that cooperation between different magical types can achieve what none could accomplish alone."


At the Luminary table, several students look like they're developing indigestion. Evangeline's smile has become so forced it probably qualifies as a facial cramp, her usual air of superiority wavering as the Headmistress essentially validates everything she's spent years rejecting.


"Therefore," the Headmistress continues, "this year's curriculum will emphasize what we are calling 'magical harmony'—the study and practice of how different classifications can collaborate to achieve common goals."


The reaction is immediate and predictable. Elementals and Mentalists lean forward with obvious interest, Umbras maintain their mysterious cool, and the Luminaries look like they've been personally insulted by the concept of cooperation.


"Furthermore," Headmistress Morrow continues over the rising chatter, "we will be implementing a new mentorship program pairing students from different classifications for joint projects throughout the year. These partnerships will be assigned based on magical compatibility rather than traditional hierarchies."


The sound of Evangeline's fork hitting her plate is sharp enough to cut through the general commotion. Her mask of Luminary perfection has completely slipped, revealing the fury underneath—all that careful breeding and social conditioning cracking under the weight of institutional change that threatens her entire worldview.


"This is exactly what I predicted," she says to her table, though her voice carries with the acoustics of someone who wants to be overheard. "They're systematically dismantling everything that made Greyveil a prestigious institution. Soon we'll be indistinguishable from some common magical community college."


I catch the eye of a third-year Mentalist at our table and stage-whisper, "Someone should tell her that community colleges actually have standards for admission."


Several people snort with barely contained laughter, and Evangeline's perfectly sculpted face flushes pink beneath that flawless porcelain complexion.


"Change is rarely comfortable," Headmistress Morrow continues smoothly, though her amber gaze definitely lingered on the Luminary disruption. "But growth requires us to challenge our assumptions and embrace new possibilities. I trust that all of our students will approach these opportunities with maturity and wisdom."


The feast proceeds with its usual magical spectacle—self-refilling dishes, goblets that adapt to personal preferences, and centerpieces that probably violate several laws of physics. But I can feel the tension rippling through the hall like heat waves, the way some students cluster more defensively within their classification groups despite the mixed seating.


After dinner, I escape the social complexities and head back to the East Wing. Morrigan's door is still sealed tight, though the magical energy has shifted to something more stable. I can sense her presence through the wood—that familiar combination of fierce protectiveness wrapped in gothic rebellion and barely contained power.


Darian's room shows signs of recent occupation—a lit candle, an open book—but the man himself remains elusive as ever. I catch a faint trace of his presence, that coolness that seems to follow him like a personal climate, but he's probably already half-stepped into the death realm where physical doors are merely suggestions.


I change into comfortable clothes and grab my jacket, drawn to the familiar peace of the cemetery after a day of navigating teenage politics and institutional reform. The whispers of the dead have been surprisingly quiet since my return, as if even they need time to adjust to being back in Greyveil's magical atmosphere.


The cemetery welcomes me like an old friend, moonlight casting dramatic shadows across weathered headstones and well-maintained paths. I settle on my favorite perch—the tomb of Aldrich Thornwick, who's been my silent companion through many midnight conversations—and close my eyes, reaching out with senses that have grown considerably sharper over the summer.


Greyveil's dead rise to greet me with their familiar chorus, much more interesting than suburban ghosts with their endless complaints about property maintenance. These spirits speak of students past and present, of secrets hidden in ancient stones, of magical currents that flow beneath the school's foundations.


But underneath their usual chatter, I sense something new—a tension, an awareness of changes that go deeper than curriculum modifications and inter-classification cooperation.


I'm about to probe deeper when something catches my eye. There, carved into the side of an old mausoleum in what appears to be living shadow, are words that definitely weren't there when I left in November:


The veil remembers what history forgets.


"Well, that's not ominous at all," I mutter, standing to examine the shadow-script more closely. The letters seem to shift and flow, never quite settling into a fixed form—like trying to read writing made of smoke and darkness.


Only one person I know can write with concentrated shadow, and his dramatic flair is absolutely unmistakable.


"Darian?" I call into the cemetery, not bothering to whisper. "I know you're lurking around here somewhere. Very dramatic message, by the way. Very you."


Silence, except for the whisper of wind through ancient trees and the distant murmur of voices only I can hear.


I trace the shadow-script with my finger, feeling the residual magic tingle against my skin like a mild electric shock. For a moment I catch an echo of his presence—that controlled coolness, his perpetual vigilance, his habit of treating every conversation like it might be overheard by enemies. There's something else too, a familiar protective concern that makes me wonder if this message is meant as warning or instruction.


Whatever he's trying to tell me, it's clearly important enough to risk leaving magical graffiti where other students might find it. The veil remembers what history forgets—cryptic as usual, but definitely meaningful in a way that's probably going to complicate my nice, peaceful second year.


I settle back against Aldrich's headstone, pulling my jacket tighter against the evening chill. Around me, the dead whisper of changes coming, of old patterns breaking down, of something stirring in the spaces between worlds.


"Right," I say to the empty cemetery, my voice confident in the darkness. "Second year at Greyveil Academy. Bring it on."


The shadow-script continues to shimmer against the ancient stone, as cryptic and dramatic as the person who left it. But as I sit surrounded by my familiar ghosts and the comforting weight of Greyveil's magical atmosphere, I feel ready for whatever's coming.


Last year, I survived soul-stealing entities and magical prejudice through sheer stubborn determination. This year, I'm not just surviving—I'm thriving.


The veil remembers what history forgets.


And I have a feeling I'm about to get a very thorough education in exactly what that means.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Two days until classes officially begin, which means I have forty-eight hours to settle in before Greyveil's academic machine starts grinding again. The castle buzzes with the energy of returning students—conversations echoing through corridors, friends reuniting with theatrical embraces, and the inevitable drama of who spent their summer break doing what with whom.


I'm making my way back from breakfast when I hear a familiar voice cutting through the general chatter like a blade through silk.


"Oh, please. As if anyone believes that's actual Egyptian silk. The magical signature is completely wrong for authentic dynasty-era weaving."


Morrigan Blackwood stands in the East Wing common room, gesturing dismissively at a tapestry while a group of younger students watches with rapt attention. She looks exactly as dramatic as I expected—her jet-black hair with purple tips now styled in an even more elaborate undercut, her multiple piercings catching the light, and her uniform customized with enough silver chains and safety pins to stock a hardware store.


"Morrigan!" I call out, and her head whips around with predatory grace.


"Elara!" She abandons her impromptu lecture on textile authentication and sweeps me into a hug that smells like black roses and rebellion. "Look at you, all composed and second-year confident. The summer clearly agreed with you."


"Suburban living has its charms," I say, grinning as she steps back to examine me with those sharp eyes that miss nothing. "Though I suspect eight months of your dramatic flair would have been considerably more entertaining than ghost commentary about proper lawn care."


She laughs, the sound like wind chimes made of obsidian. "Trust me, darling, you didn't miss much. Just me perfecting several new ways to horrify my relatives at family gatherings. Did you know that summoning your great-grandmother's ghost to correct her gossip is considered 'inappropriate dinner conversation'? Apparently, accuracy is less important than maintaining polite fiction."


"Shocking," I deadpan. "Who would have thought the truth could be so inconvenient?"


We claim a corner of the common room, settling onto chairs that have seen better decades. 


"So," Morrigan says, settling back with the satisfied air of someone about to collect gossip, "tell me about this summer. I need to know if anything interesting happened besides your usual correspondence."


I consider how much to reveal, then decide that if anyone can handle the truth about my expanding abilities, it's Morrigan. "I had an encounter with a particularly unpleasant ghost—a man who was convinced his girlfriend poisoned him. Unlike the usual suburban spirits, this one could actually touch me. And when he did..." I pause, remembering the shock of experiencing someone else's death. "I saw his memories. His final moments. Everything he experienced as he died."


Morrigan's expression shifts from amused interest to sharp attention. "That's psychic necromancy," she says, her voice dropping to a more serious tone. "It's a rare Deathborn ability—maybe one in fifty of us can do it. My aunt Cordelia has the gift.”


"Is it dangerous?" I ask, though I already suspect the answer from her suddenly grave demeanor.


"Extremely." Her purple-tipped hair seems to darken with her mood. "Each time you experience someone else's death, you absorb a piece of their trauma. Do it too often without proper training, and you risk losing yourself in other people's final moments. Cordelia requires monthly psychological evaluations and takes mandatory breaks between cases."


I think of the bitter rage I'd felt in that phantom apartment, the taste of betrayal that had lingered on my tongue for hours afterward. "What happens if the ghost has malevolent intentions?"


"Then you stay as far away as possible," Morrigan says firmly. "Hostile spirits can use that connection to transfer their negative energy directly into your psyche. There are documented cases of Deathborn becoming permanently affected—taking on the personality traits of violent ghosts, developing obsessive behaviors, even losing the ability to distinguish their own memories from those of the dead."


A chill runs through me that has nothing to do with the castle's eternal coolness. "The ghost I encountered—he said something about me being 'like him now.' Caught between worlds."


Morrigan's eyes narrow dangerously. "That's concerning. Promise me you'll be careful, Elara. Psychic necromancy is incredibly useful, but it's also how most Deathborn end up in magical psychiatric facilities."


"Cheerful," I mutter, but I nod my agreement. "What about you? Any exciting developments in the world of Morrigan Blackwood's summer rebellion?"


She waves a dismissive hand, though her eyes don't lose their worried edge. "The usual. Horrified my grand-aunt by enchanting her garden party refreshments to reveal everyone's most embarrassing secrets.”She shrugs. "A perfectly ordinary summer, really."


"Speaking of concerning developments," Morrigan continues, her tone shifting to something more cautious, "have you seen Darian yet?"


"No, just evidence that he's been in his room. Why? Has he been acting more mysteriously than usual? Because honestly, I'm not sure that's mathematically possible."


"He's been... different. More withdrawn, if you can imagine such a thing. Even I haven't seen him properly since we returned, just glimpses of shadows that might have been him." She fidgets with one of her silver chains, a nervous gesture I've never seen from her before. "He's been spending even more time with the spirits than usual, which, considering it's Darian, is saying something. I'm curious what's got him so interested in whatever they're telling him."


Before I can ask for clarification, a third-year Luminary student appears with a formal scroll bearing my name in precise calligraphy. I break the seal with growing wariness—official summons rarely bring good news.


Miss Gray,


Your presence is requested in my office tomorrow at 2 PM to discuss an academic opportunity that may interest you. Please come prepared for an extended conversation.


Professor V. Grim

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





