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​Chapter One
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I have a bad feeling.

It isn’t about the wayside inn, the lonely road, or my mother sitting on the other side of the coach. There is nothing amiss in the cheerful servant girl’s face that greets us as we step out onto the damp grass, nor in the thunderclouds looming overhead. 

It has to do with the driver. 

He is kind. Nimble fingers work to loosen the harnesses of the horses, pausing to rub their noses in the process. He whispers in their ears and pats their flanks affectionately. His gray eyes dance and his broad, crooked grin can make anyone smile. I like him. He brought us a long distance on the public coach, his cheerful singing complimenting the journey from the flat lands to the mountains. I still have one of the hard candies he slipped me when we set out in my cloak pocket. He beamed at me and said, “A bit of sweetness for the trip.”

The bad feeling started early this morning, in a faint kind of unease. It is now strong enough that my throat aches. 

I want to scream. Everything in me tells me to do it. But I can’t. It will draw too much attention, and the others will know something is wrong with me. It has always been wrong. I’m wrong.

Most people don’t know when someone else is going to die. 

“Elspeth, come along. We only have a half hour to eat before we set off again.” Mother drags me by the elbow into the inn, where several faces turn to us with interest. My feet feel heavy as I stumble to a corner seat and sink into it, lowering my hood and pushing dark hair out of my eyes. My hands shake until I can close them around the mug of water a serving girl brings. She is fresh-faced and freckled, oblivious to all but what she sees. I envy her. 

The driver enters and exchanges cheerful words with the innkeeper. He pulls out a stool at the bar and sits, tossing down a coin in exchange for a pint of beer. He’s going to die. I know it, and I can’t stop it. I’ve tried. I can never stop it. “Is it much further?” I ask faintly.

Mother surveys me distantly across her plate. “No.”

We eat in silence and climb back on the coach. There is only one stop left and we’re the last passengers. The driver winks at me as he shuts the door. I feel sick and can hardly manage a weak smile. He swings up onto the broad seat and clicks to the horses. 

The feeling grows. Miles pass beneath us, taking us into a thick wood that lets in very little light. There are no birds, and brambles line the roadway, their gnarled thorns retreating into the shadows. The trees are strange, growing in unnatural formation, shadows encased in their limbs. I sense death among them, decay. Mother is asleep in her corner, not stirring even with the distant rumble of thunder. I feel a scream build inside me. The coach lurches forward with a snap of the wheel. It sinks into a deep rut and the driver comes to the window. “Won’t be more than a minute,” he says cheerfully. “We lost a pin on the drive. I have another.”

Don’t do it. 

He can’t hear my internal plea. My throat tightens and my teeth clench as he rummages in the box at the back of the coach. Trembling, I step out onto the road. Dismal skies loom overhead, the scent of rain on the air. I wipe sweating palms on my cloak as he turns to me. “Here we are,” he says, holding out the pin, “right as rain again.”

“May I help you?” I ask, desperate to save him.

Waving me aside, he says, “That wouldn’t be proper, would it? You might get mud on your fine dress. Take this apple and give it to the horses. It’ll keep them calm while I prop up the wheel. Here’s a blade, but be careful with it.”

I’m shaking so badly that I nick my finger slicing the fruit. I press my lips into a firm line to keep in the scream and give the pieces to the horses. I rest my face against one of their necks as the coach sways, expecting to hear a snap and a death cry, but it doesn’t come. The wind stirs the long grass, growing sparsely amid the trees, and catching an unusual scent, I look down the road. A rider approaches on a black horse. My unease increases as I stare at him, and I jump as a broad hand touches my shoulder. “There we are,” the driver says. “I said it wouldn’t take long.”

I stare at him. Why aren’t you dead?

Guiding me back to the coach, he twists open the door. “In you go.”

Hoof beats grow louder and I shake my head, trying to chase away the haze. My feeling of dread increases. I see his smile fade slightly, replaced by a furrow in his brow. He moves forward and closes his hand around the door, his fingers turning white. Paleness enters his face and he clutches his chest. Staggering back from me, he falls.

I scream.

It is so loud, so unnatural, that the horses rear and if not for the brake, would careen the coach down the road. It startles Mother awake, and she clamps her hands over her ears. The windows tremble and splinter into thin cracks. It lasts until the last breath passes from his body as he lies in the mud, his tension easing into a look of peace. My scream dies out as the rider arrives. Dismounting, his horse shying away from me, he runs to the driver’s side and presses two fingers to his throat. Strange, distant, gray-green eyes rise to mine. “Dead,” he says.

Several raindrops spatter the ground. He stares at me so intently that I shrink under his gaze. 

You knew.

His thoughts enter my head unbidden and I sink back against the coach. Mother pushes me aside to step out. “Who are you?” she demands.

Fierce, unnerving eyes never waver from my face. “Lucian Graystoke,” he answers, “from Ravenswolde. It is customary for one of the staff to meet newcomers at the crossroads. This can be... an unnerving place.” 

It is indeed, but far less frightening than he is. The skeletal trees and their intense sense of death have nothing on his countenance. He isn’t much older than I am, no more than a decade, but he is unusually cold. It isn’t just his face but also his mind, distant and withdrawn though it curiously tests mine. More raindrops hit the road and he steps over the body, gripping us by the arms. “Get in. I’ll attend to this.”

“Him,” I answer automatically; “you’ll attend to him.”

Our eyes meet and I see amusement in their depths. Mother complies with his orders. I start inside the coach but hesitate as I watch him pull the driver up by his chest and drag him toward his horse, his boot heels leaving deep furrows in the wet dirt. Indignation rises in me and I snap, “You can’t just throw him over the back of a horse like a sack of potatoes!”

“What would you prefer me to do, put the corpse inside with you?” His voice is velvet with steel underneath. His horse, a stallion, paws the earth anxiously but doesn’t move as Lucian throws the man over his back. 

I gape at him as raindrops spatter my face. “His name was Thomas Tremain. He is not just a corpse. He has a family!”

“Most men do,” he answers calmly, securing him with rope. 

Tightening my hand into a fist, I retort, “He’s a human being, worthy of some respect in death as well as life!”

“Miss Dumont,” he answers abruptly, lashing Tremain to the saddle, “I have two choices. One is to tie him to Sampson and get him back to the school, where he may rest in our morgue until his bereft family comes for him, and the other is to leave him lying in the road in the midst of a storm. Which is more respectful?” Jerking the end of the rope, he looks at me deliberately, unemotional.

I defiantly arch my brow, refusing to concede defeat and trying a different tactic. “To take us all to Ravenswolde safely, you must drive the coach. How can you trust your stallion to be obedient and not gallop halfway across the countryside?”

Lucian smiles. “I trained him well. He does what I command, and so will you. Get in the coach.” 

A shiver runs up my spine but I lift my chin and remain rooted in place. Lucian’s eyes darken slightly and he steps toward me. Our minds easily connect, ice in his words. Defiance will do you no favors at Ravenswolde. I am willing to issue an order twice, but I will not ask a third time.

Thunder rumbles in the distance and the gnarled, dead trees groan in the wind. It sounds like moaning and I look at them as an ominous sense of dismay builds in me. Shadows appear to shift in their branches, grotesque images playing out across their gnarled trunks, though there is no light to show it. The storm moves in, darkening the road and building anxiety in the horses. Lucian’s face nears mine and his eyes glow faintly with an eerie green hue. His thoughts find mine. Get in the coach.

Fear moves me backward and I obey, watching through the window as he secures our poor driver and releases his stallion. Sampson paws the earth and charges ahead down the road. The trees continue to moan and howl in the wind as Lucian climbs up onto the broad seat and clicks to the horses. The scent of rain fills the air as we leave the rut behind with a lurch and increase our pace. Misshapen trees surround us, branches scraping the top of the coach. At a second crossroads, marked by a cracked sign bearing faded lettering, we go left. Eventually, a castle appears. Turrets and gargoyles enter into sight through the branches, a thorn thicket giving way to a turnabout. Every nerve ending tingles at our approach. I sense more magic than I have ever felt in my life. It immobilizes me when we halt, two grooms running out into the downpour to greet us.

“Take him to the morgue,” Lucian commands, handing over his stallion, “and the horses to the stables. He died of a heart attack on the road.”

Neither of the men looks curious, one leading the horse away, the other removing our luggage from the back of the coach. Lithe fingers twist the door handle and invite us to descend, Mother first. They remind me of musician’s fingers but I refuse to accept them, awkwardly climbing out on my own. Lucian’s face remains impassive as he leads us into an immense front hall. Stairs wind away from us into the gloom of the upper floor and stern-faced portraits line the walls. 

“I understand you had some trouble on the road,” a voice says, and a woman descends. There is a faint resemblance to Lucian in her haughty countenance and high cheekbones, but instead of his thick, dark hair, hers is golden. She has the same coldness in her tone. “I trust it was not too disruptive.”

Disbelief surfaces in my response. “The poor man is dead!”

She reaches the ground floor, towering above me by several inches. She is so thin that her collarbone protrudes under the emerald amulet at her throat. “Death is an unfortunate part of life,” she answers blithely.

“That is not reason enough to discard its tragedy,” I answer.

“Elspeth!” Mother snaps, a flush in her hollow cheeks. 

Lifting a pale hand to silence her, Lady Graystoke says, “No, let her have an opinion. It is rare to find a sensitive soul. You’re right, it is sad that a man should meet the end of his life on a lonely road. Forgive me, I have seen so much death in my time that it has become quite commonplace.”

“Not so ordinary it doesn’t engage your sympathy, I hope.”

Her brow arches and she turns to Mother. “Shall we?”

Sending me a scathing look, Mother follows her down the hall. Before I can go after them, Lucian catches my arm. “Miss Dumont, what has your mother told you of this institution?”

I pull my elbow out of his grasp. “Nothing, other than that it is one of the most respected establishments in existence.” 

“That’s an understatement. Ravenswolde is one of a kind, the only assassin’s school in Europe.” He tilts his head slightly, his eyes intent on my face, watching for my reaction.

His words sink in slowly but I refuse to believe them. My face remains blank. “You are teasing me,” I answer at last.

Lucian shakes his head. “Come with me. I’ll prove it to you.”

Rain spatters the windows as we walk down a corridor, past doorways into classrooms. Students turn their heads at the sound of our footsteps but upon seeing my companion quickly resume their work.

His thoughts reach out to mine. It is deceptively ordinary, isn’t it? If you look closer, the books are not what you expect.

Pausing on a landing, I ask, “How can you hear my thoughts? Not even Mother responds to them. She cannot hear me.”

She can. There is magic in your mother, as there is in you. All those with magical talents can communicate in silence. She merely chooses not to answer you. He indicates the way and I continue onward. Lucian matches my pace. Be aware of your surroundings at all times in this place. It’s dangerous not to take note of your environment. That’s the first thing they’ll teach you, and they will expect you to learn it. 

Pausing outside a classroom, its students casting furtive looks at us before returning to their textbooks, Lucian leans against the arch and crosses his arms. They’re studying shape shifting, changing their appearance through perception. It doesn’t truly alter the form, but instead casts an illusion over another person’s mind. It makes them see you differently from what you truly are. In an hour, the advanced students will go to Professor Laurent’s tower and attempt to alter their appearance in a mirror. It’s powerful magic, very useful in our line of work, but few have the control to master it. It is inherited magic; only those with ancestors capable of such deception can find it within themselves.

My brow wrinkles as doubt surfaces. Shape shifting?

Pushing off the arch, he continues to the next classroom, lost in a haze of purple smoke. This is where the students learn to make poison, a delicate procedure that mixes magic with deadly essences. One wrong move, one escaped scent, one flash of misplaced resentment, and everyone in the room dies. It’s an effective method of keeping their concentration.

My distress increases as the terrible truth begins to form in my mind. Lucian descends a short flight of stairs and takes a quick step back just before an arrow embeds in the wall inches from his face. Twanging its feathered quiver, he looks up at the young man wielding the crossbow on the upper flight of stairs and says, “Better luck next time, André.”

Dark eyes pass over me and with a snarl of resentment, André disappears into the gloom. 

“He’s a promising student but lacks subtlety,” Lucian says and continues. Gaping, I follow him across the hall. Passing another doorway, he says, here is where you will learn to control your inner voice, to leave behind a comprehensive legacy. The class began a hundred years ago, when the staff realized that we couldn’t learn from others’ mistakes if we cannot comprehend the reasons why they made them. Clarity of mind is needed, as much in our profession as in writing our life stories.

We pass the library, immense bookshelves stretching in all directions, thick volumes set amid dusty shelves. Faint traces of magic lurk in the air and stir underfoot, sending a shiver of anticipation through me. Several young women look up as we pass, their eyes lingering on my companion. He ignores them as he maneuvers me in the direction of a flight of narrow stairs. At the top of them, a new set of classrooms becomes visible through wide arches. Pausing, I watch a line of couples dance a complicated minuet without music. My eyes follow the graceful line of their arms, the quickness of their feet, their slender necks, and the intense looks between them. 

Lucian smiles slightly. You’ll spend a great deal of time here, learning the feminine tricks of the trade.

Only one room on this floor has doors, ten feet high at the end of the hall. Golden handles glint in the gloom and I ask, what classroom is that?

That is where you’ll learn the art of seduction.

Warmth creeps into my cheeks and as his finger traces the sleeve of my gown, I slap it away. Lucian’s eyes twinkle at me. He invites me into a side corridor and opens a door. I enter an armory; daggers, pistols, and swords line the walls. Crossbows hang from nails, garrotes lay on a bench, and coils of rope sit in piles in the corners. Lucian trails long fingers across the knives, his shadow rippling across the floor. 

This room is an essential part of your initiation. Tomorrow, Lady Graystoke will bring you here to choose a weapon. The choice must be instinctive, a natural urge that draws you to a certain kind of violence, so she’ll blindfold you. Each student has a particular talent unique to his or her skills. Once you’ve revealed what it is, we’ll teach you how to use it effectively.

I cross my arms and tighten my mouth. What if I refuse?

Lucian touches a row of small clear bottles, the liquid inside responding in gentle waves to his warmth. Magic stirs in their depths, creating an odd hue of colors that soon fade. You will refuse, at first. Our religious converts always do, but you’ll receive a series of warnings. Three times a warning, three times a punishment. If you don’t surrender after that, Lady Graystoke will have me kill you.

Cold seeps into me but I refuse to show fear. Would you?

His eyes linger on me without a trace of doubt. In an instant. There is no place for resistance or rebellion in this school. 

Thunder rumbles in the distance and, unsettled, I change the subject. Why do you call her Lady Graystoke? Isn’t she your mother?

We abandon all familial ties in Ravenswolde. Here, she is not my mother but the headmistress. I am not her son, but a useful instrument of violence. 

My expression shifts just enough to reveal my distaste. His eyes linger on me without blinking, seeming to penetrate past the obvious into my soul. His inner tone quiets as his thoughts stretch into my mind. If you’re clever, Elspeth, you’ll hide the truth.

What truth?

Footsteps pass in the hall as students emerge from class. Rain trickles down the window, casting the room into a dull haze. Lucian moves nearer and I resist the urge to retreat. He fingers a strand of my hair, loose against my cloaked shoulder. Where you were before and what you wanted to be. This is no place for morality. And, if the other students learn of it, this is no place for a banshee.

The word sends a shiver up my spine. “I’m not,” I insist.

He leans closer, his breath caressing my ear. You can’t hide the truth from me. I heard you scream. Only a banshee can shatter windows and bring on the throes of death. You foresee death as a certainty, and in doing so make it inescapable. It’s a rare and useful talent, but not one you ought to share easily.

I stiffen at his nearness and don’t relax when he pulls away. Sensing my fear, the faintest hint of a smirk touches his lips. Come, I will show you to your room. I’m afraid it will be cold and damp but you may have a fire.

Stepping gracefully into the hall, he ascends a staircase at the far end that lets into the dorms. Young women part to allow us through, their eyes following him with desire. A lovely redhead emerges from her room to watch him unlock the last door on the right. Her sharp gaze lingers on me as I enter. It’s spacious, with a glorious view over the wood. My trunk rests at the foot of the four-poster bed and logs sit in the hearth. Lucian snaps his fingers and flames roar to life. 

Uncomfortable in his presence, even with the door ajar, I remove my cloak and lay it over the back of a chair. Lucian offers me the key. Leave it locked when you’re away. Malice runs thick in the blood of our students, and many a wiser soul than you has met their end crossing this threshold.

I take it from him. Thank you for your encouragement.

His eyes twinkle. See you at dinner.

Turning my back on him, I listen to his footsteps retreat but as he reaches the door, I ask, “What is your official position here, Lord Graystoke?”

His fingertips rest lightly on the latch. Rain flows down the windows, casting a shadow across his countenance. “Most of the professors teach you how to kill a man,” he says. “I exist to ensure he stays dead.”

The door shuts behind him and I turn the key in the lock. It feels heavy in my hand as I stare at it. My gaze shifts to the stone floor and a faint discoloration in its cracks. I crouch to brush my fingertips over it, a shiver running down my spine. Lost in thought, it takes a moment to sense someone watching me. The hair rises on the back of my neck and I find the nerve to look up. There, pressed against the windowpane, is a face. It is young, full of innocence, a child. Our eyes connect in a flash of green and sucking in my breath, I fall back against the door. 

She vanishes.

I run to the window and throw it open. Raindrops spatter me as I stick my head out into the storm, searching for any sign of her. I see nothing above or below and it’s a sheer drop into the gardens. No footprints in the mud lead away into the wood, nor is there any place to hide. Shivering, I duck inside and secure the latch, wondering if Ravenswolde has a ghost. 
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​Chapter Two
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Rain drums against the roof as I emerge from my room, locking the door behind me. “Wise choice,” a voice says, and I jump. Fingers entangled in her hair as she twists it up and pins it back, the redhead joins me in the hall. “Legend says the last soul who didn’t lock that door died the next time they opened it, but the school is full of such tales.” Her eyes are an unusually pale shade of blue, distracting me as she extends her hand. “I’m Clarisse,” she says. 

I accept it, marveling at the softness of her fingers. “Elspeth.” 

Our footsteps are faint on the stone floor. She is short but graceful and continues to twist her ringlets as we reach the stairs. Stepping back slightly, she invites me to precede her. I move forward and her hand grips my arm, yanking me back. “Never go first unless you trust the person behind you,” she whispers. “That’s the first lesson to learn in Ravenswolde.”

“That’s absurd! I can’t constantly look behind me!” 

She laughs and joins me on the narrow step. “You will if you want to last your first semester. You’ll look before you, behind you, and to all sides. You must either become so feared that everyone gets out of your way, or ensure that you are behind the most-feared student. Only last week, André shoved Marie down the stairs. She’s still in the infirmary.” 

Gaping as we reach the landing, I ask, “Was he punished?”

Clarisse shrugs. “Lady Graystoke said anyone foolish enough to go ahead of André down a flight of stairs deserves what they get. She’s nothing if not pragmatic. You haven’t much to worry about for the moment. André only targets those he perceives as a threat. You’re new. Prove yourself a formidable opponent and then worry about looking behind you.”

“So the reward for accomplishment is fear,” I answer.

Passing the library, Clarisse shrugs. “Yes, I suppose so.” 

I frown. “Our lives should not be centered on fear.” 

The storm casts an unnatural pallor across her face as she gives me a knowing glance. “Are you Orthodox or Catholic?”

“Why?”

Footsteps approach and she lets another student pass, his gaze lingering on me as he continues downstairs. Winding her arm through mine, Clarisse answers, “Knowing which faith you must abandon to fit in makes it more interesting. No one can become formidable who clings to antiquated religious beliefs. Keep your faith private. If you let Lady Graystoke see traces of it, she’ll send you to private lessons with Professor Hayes.” 

“Who’s that?” I ask, descending to the main floor. Portraits loom above the staircase, former scholars glaring down at us. 

Running her fingertips across a frame, Clarisse looks up at me under her lashes. “He’s one of our more interesting and reclusive inhabitants. Few know him intimately, much less on sight. He isn’t even on the premises half the time. I’ve never had a session with him. There is no need. My family has been under this school’s tutelage for centuries.” 

“What is your preferred method of violence?” I ask.

Her eyes twinkle maliciously at me. “You’ll learn it, in time.” She starts down the hall and at my hesitation, looks back with raised brows. “Are you coming to dinner? It will be time soon.” 

“I had hoped to have a word with my mother beforehand.” 

Other students descend behind me and I move out of their way. Clarisse looks after them and says, “Guests stay in Lady Graystoke’s private rooms. Go to the end of the hall and up the stairs. Knock on the door and wait. If your mother is still here, that’s where you will find her.”

While she enters the dining room, I move into the murkiness of the ground floor. A chill settles into my bones as I climb the stairs and lift my hand to knock. Before my fist can fall upon it, the door opens and Lucian steps out. “Yes?” he asks.

Hiding my nerves with a blank expression, I say, “I wish to speak with my mother. Is she upstairs?”

“Yes.” He moves aside and I carefully enter, reluctant to turn my back on him. Shadows envelope me as he says, “Lady Dumont is across the main room, second door to the left. Ignore the hounds.” 

The door closes behind me, leaving only a pinprick of light upstairs. It transforms into a flame and then a massive hearth as I emerge into a tower room with high windows. Two Irish wolfhounds rest on the bear rug, basking in the heat from the roaring flames. Both lift their heads from massive paws; one growls in the back of his throat. Pausing, my eyes dart into the gloomy corridor on the left. I inch toward it, my motions natural but subdued, and the dogs remain where they are. I breathe easier out of their sight and knock on the second door. 

Silence lingers until she calls out, “Enter.”

Hers is a luxurious bedroom decorated in dark, bold colors. Mother shuts the window as I approach, her hair unbound on her thin shoulders. There is an unusual flush to her cheeks. “It’s a truly mournful place,” she says, turning away from the rain. “Nothing but a bramble thicket as far as the eye can see.” 

Her hand catches my arm, turning me toward the hearth and away from the cold creeping across the window. “Mother,” I say, following her, “you can’t expect me to stay here.”

She looks at me, her eyes distant and contemplative. Lifting her brow slightly, she walks away from me. Firelight casts a warm hue over her face as she approaches the mantle. 

I linger in her wake, trepidation creeping into my words. “I don’t understand. For the first ten years of my education, you send me to an abbey to learn moral fortitude from the nuns, and now dispatch me to an assassin’s academy?”

“From your perspective it must seem contradictory, but it is not.” Mother reaches for my hand, her face softening and her voice taking on a gentle tone. “This was my intention for you from the start. In time, you’ll understand my purpose, but rest secure in the knowledge that you are capable of what I ask of you. Nothing happens by chance. You’re here for a reason. The nuns taught you about evil and Lady Graystoke will make you strong. To do the task before you, you must survive.” She gazes into the fire, her lashes dark against her pale skin. 

“This is not survival,” I argue. “This is evil. Can’t you sense it? A thousand tormented screams lurk in these halls. They teach us seduction, deception, murder, betrayal. We’re encouraged to hate, fear, and threaten one another. Please! You know how I abhor violence. Don’t force me to do this!”

Touching the side of my face, Mother says quietly, “At times, God requires much from us. I hear His voice. He wants you here. Do not think I make this decision lightly, for I know all too well the horrors of Ravenswolde. I started much younger than your seventeen; I was twelve. They taught me to flirt, seduce, and murder. It repulsed me but also made me strong.”

I pull my hands away from her, horrified, and she takes hold of them again. “I don’t ask you to surrender who you are, for it is essential that you remain true to your beliefs; but learn what you can. Become so strong that no one can ever harm you.”

Staring at her in disbelief, I ask, “You planned this?”

Mother nods. “You will understand it all, in time.” 

“I don’t want this life! Send me back to the nuns!”

Her chin rises and she shakes her head. “You can’t hide from the evils in this world. You must learn to face them.” 

The clock above the mantle strikes. Mother turns her back on me, an immobile figure framed against the fire. My eyes travel down her thin form to the floor and I frown. Wet footprints glisten in the firelight. “You should go,” she says.

Looking past her to the window, my suspicions stirred, I retreat into the hall. I emerge from shadows and pass through the main room, the dogs watching my progress with interest. I fail to notice Lady Graystoke until she speaks. “I trust you will settle in amicably, Miss Dumont.” 

I turn on my heel and locate her in one of the chairs before the fire. “What is your definition of amicably, Headmistress?”

She is beautiful but icy, her strange eyes glowing faintly. “I expect you to accept your enrollment with grace and dignity. You don’t think well of us; that much is evident in your tone; but this school has a long and proud history, however much you may disapprove of its methods.” 

One of the dogs moves closer to her and she strokes its ears. Her fingers are long and graceful, weighted with rings. Her gaze drifts to the animal and her voice softens slightly. “I see that you are strong-willed, a virtue when turned in the right direction. Strength, we can’t teach. It must be instinctive. I should hate to have to first break it, to use it.”

“Is that a threat or a suggestion?” I ask.

Her eyes return to mine. “It’s a warning.” 

Only when she looks away do I turn to the stairs, assuming my dismissal. Her ethereal voice trails after me. “Before you go, bring me the book on the shelf to your right, the heavy one with the golden spine.”

It hasn’t been touched in years and dust stirs as I lift it. The dogs watch me bring it forward, my fingers tense under the full weight, and set it on the table at her side. Lady Graystoke says softly, “Open it to the marked page.” 

A dusty ribbon rests halfway through the ancient pages. The spine creaks as it settles. I stare at the lettering in dismay as she adds, “That is your name, added the day of your birth. This school has been your fate since you drew your first breath. As you no doubt have noticed, Ravenswolde is full of magic. Once a name enters the book, that soul is bound to this school.”

Curvaceous script fills all the pages and magic seeps out of it in pale swirls. “Who wrote me into it?” I ask angrily.

“It wrote itself. No mortal can add to its pages.”

I snort in disbelief and she indicates the quill on her writing desk. “If you don’t believe me, you may try it yourself.” 

Meeting her gaze, I cross the room to recover the pen and ink pot. Dipping one into the other, I drip onto the book. It fades. I scratch out my name and it emerges stronger than before. Lady Graystoke peers over my shoulder. “You see? You can’t alter fate. Once your name is in the book, you can’t erase it.”

I want to argue with her, but can’t. I know more than anyone that fate is immovable. I cannot save those marked for death any more than I can erase my name from this book. 

She takes away the quill. “That is all,” she says quietly.

My fingers curl into fists and my nails dig into my palms as I descend from the tower, emerging through the heavy wooden door into the school. Entering the dining room, I find Clarisse and join her. She nudges a chair toward me with her foot and I sink into it, only half-listening as she introduces her friends. Removing my bracelet, I twirl it around my fingers and set it beside my plate. 

A hand falls on the back of my chair. One finger brushes the nape of my neck, and I look up into a handsome, familiar face. “So you are the new blood,” André says thoughtfully. Behind his superficial warmth of his gaze lies evil. 

I retort, “Is it customary to greet newcomers by firing arrows at them in the hall?”

“That wasn’t aimed at you. I’m a better shot than that.” He leans over me, his face near mine, and looks toward the head table. Lucian sits there conversing with a man on his right, his wine glass halfway to his lips. “No, that was a warning to a very old acquaintance of mine. We used to hunt squirrels together.”

Lucian glances in our direction. “Neighbors?” I ask.

“Cousins,” he quips, and pulling out the chair beside me, sits. Servants arrive and slide plates in front of us. Before I touch mine, Clarisse pushes it toward André. He passes it to the left, while another girl shoves her plate across the table, narrowly missing the salt. Plates circulate with no rhyme nor reason, the participants continuing in their various conversations. Leaning toward me, André confides, “Never eat anything put in front of you. Always trade, but never with the same person.” 

I stare at him, aghast. “Surely you don’t poison one another!”

“Life would be dull without the threat of death hanging over our every move,” Clarisse says, cutting her meat into small slices, “and the faculty doesn’t frown on it.” 

Lifting my glass without thinking, I blink as André trades with me. “How do I know I can trust you?” I ask him.

He grins at me. “You don’t, but that’s part of the fun.”

Fear lurks in the pit of my stomach, but I take a sip. It tastes fine. I fall silent, my eyes frequently wandering to Lucian. He’s more outwardly intense than the rest of the professors, and I observe them with interest. “Which one is Professor Hayes?”

André laughs. “None of them. He doesn’t socialize. On the few occasions when he is in residence, he takes his meals in his room. It adds to his mysteriousness. You won’t see him unless they send you to him.” 

Shifting in my chair, I ask, “Have you ever seen him?”

“In the corridor, yes, professionally, no.” André impales a slice of meat on his knife and says, “I tried to drown the local cleric at fourteen. I have no need of his indoctrination.” His gray eyes shift toward me thoughtfully and he adds, “If you’re that curious about him, you must speak to Marie. She spent some time with him last semester, not that it took.”

This sends a shiver up my spine. “Is Marie the girl you pushed down the stairs?” 

His eyes widen innocently. “Pushed? Oh, dear me, no. She fell, and quite spectacularly too. Did I see it happen? Yes. Was I behind her? I might have been. Did I push her? I think not.”

My fingers tighten on my fork and I remain silent.

André tilts his head. “You have something to say about that.”

“Not at all,” I answer.

He shoves aside his plate. “Oh, I think you do. Say it.”

Silence falls at the table and half of my companions sit back. Clarisse watches us out of the corner of her eye. I put down my utensils. “You didn’t push her?” I ask.

André shakes his head. “I swear it on my mother’s grave.”

“Then you tripped her, but the question is why?”

Linking his fingers together, he asks, “Do I need a reason?”

“I suspect not, just as I suspect your mother isn’t dead.” 

André lifts his brows. “For a new arrival, you’re very good. Discernment like yours requires talent. You’ll be a natural if you can last the first week.” He pushes back his chair, joining the throng departing the dining room. 

Clarisse says, “I’m not sure if that was brave or foolish.” 

“I am known for both,” I answer. “Shall we go?”

Tossing her napkin on the table, she strides toward the door. I slip my bracelet discreetly into my pocket and hurry to catch up with her. Halfway down the main hall, I reach for my empty wrist and say, “I must have left my bracelet on the table.”

“We’ll meet you in the library,” she answers and goes on with the girls. I slip down the staircase and once the students are out of sight, dart into another corridor. The carpet muffles my footsteps. I glance behind me but no one appears. Reaching a side door, I slip through into a passage that lets me out in the garden. Raindrops discolor my gown as I run past the hedges, making my way toward the wood. The cold stings my face and I long for my cloak, but fetching it would have given me away. 

Remembering the view from my window helps me find the path leading into the thicket. I follow it, leaving the castle behind. It’s dark but not so much so that I can’t see where I’m going. I know the road is to the left and trust the path to curve toward it. I keep a fast pace, wondering how long it will take them to realize I’m gone. Praying Clarisse won’t look for me, I increase my pace on the uneven ground. 

I don’t see magic in the air until it’s too late; I pass through it and it cascades over me, standing my hair on end. My skin illuminates in a trickle of blue flame and fades as I look back, catching my breath, wondering if it has betrayed me. I wait in suspense but nothing happens and I walk on. My deep unease increases the further I press into the wood, gnarled branches scraping one another overhead. Shadows stir in the depths and I back away from them, breaking into a run. 

Something or someone is with me. I sense them even if I can’t see them. Branches rustle and I turn, taking several steps backward, faltering on the rough terrain. Who is it?

My thoughts curl out into the darkness and fail to connect with a living being. My breath catching in my throat, I turn to run and stop. A white flame hangs in the air behind me, casting an eerie sheen on the gloom. My skin crawls as I advance, my hand reaching out to touch it; it burns cold against my fingers and drifts away, bringing what lies behind it into focus. 

The boy looks strange, surreal, a faint greenish gleam to his sallow skin. Dark hair falls over his sunken eyes, lingering on me with sadness. You are from the school. 

I don’t answer. His gaze moves past me in the direction of the castle. A bare foot slides forward under tattered trouser legs, but makes no sound. 

You do well to run away. There is great evil in this place.

I don’t like the look in his eyes, colder than the rain trickling along the curve of my neck and sliding down my spine. 

My internal voice falters. What are you?

His mouth twists into a cruel smile. 

I run. Mud sucks at my feet and my long skirt hampers my progress. I round a curve and stop at the sight of him in the path ahead, fingering the thorn bushes. 

They used to bloom, he muses. The flowers were red like blood in the moonlight. Or maybe it was blood... my blood.

Backing away from him, I turn—and he’s behind me, near enough for me to see through him to the other side. Strangely, I can see his skull under his pale skin. 

You should have stayed in the castle.

“And you should have stayed asleep,” a voice retorts, rising from the hedge. A smoldering blade pierces the ghost’s chest. Snarling with anguish, he explodes into a thick black mist that dissipates. Dark drops of blood run down the dagger. Lucian grips me by the arm and drags me toward the castle. “Don’t try to escape again. The paths are never in the same place twice and all of them lead you to death in some form or another.” 

“What was it?” I demand, trying to get free of him.

Opening the side door and shoving me through it, he enters in my wake. The sound of rain fades as he shuts it, the only light from a lamp in the hall. “That was a Wanderer,” he says. “Humans think them ghosts and they are, in a way... the spirits of the dead that choose to remain. Explain that with your faith ... or perhaps everything the nuns taught you is a lie.”

“They taught me that evil exists, not that it has limitations.”

He is near enough I can feel his warmth, looming over me in the gloom. Lucian’s brow twitches and he says, “Your tongue is quick, I grant you. We will find a better use for it in time. You are also reckless. I hope in the future you’ll be wiser.” 

A grandfather clock slowly ticks somewhere in the hall. Wet drips from my eyelashes. “Will you tell Lady Graystoke?”

He shakes his head. I move past him to the hall and as I step out into it, he adds, “And for that, you are in my debt.”
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​Chapter Three
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Rain trickles down the windows, casting my room into a hue. The fire in the hearth throws my shadow across them as I stand gazing out over the grounds. Thorn thickets stretch as far as I can see, obscuring even the road. Voices pass in the corridor, pausing in front of my door. I tense until they move away. It’s cold, but my shivers come from thoughts of the Wanderer; more than a ghost but less than human. I close my eyes and see him disintegrate, a look of terror on his face. 

Someone raps at the door, causing me to jump. A shadow unfurls across the floor under it. “Are you in there?” Clarisse asks. “You never came to the library!” 

I snatch a cap out of my trunk, stuff my wet hair under it, and open the door. “Yes, dinner didn’t agree with me.”

Clarisse eyes me with a hint of distrust. “Oh. Sleep well.”

“You too,” I answer, and lock the door after her. I loop the key’s ribbon around my neck and drop it into my nightgown. Shaking out my hair and plaiting it into a braid, I climb into bed and blow out the candle. Firelight lets me keep track of the shadows until I fall asleep.

Morning arrives heavy with the scent of rain but not a cloud in the sky. Dew drips from the twisted branches as I unlatch the window, interested in the figures crossing the lawn. Lady Graystoke has a firm, determined stride; her hounds bound ahead. Lucian is on her heels, riding crop in hand. They share words at the foot of the tower in an annoyed tone, and Lucian glances toward me. I step back and when I dare to look again, both are gone. I dress and slip out, locking the door behind me. I make my way downstairs, passing a servant in the hall; eyes averted, he hurries past. Magic stirs in the walls as I approach the library. Gloom hangs in its dusty corners, freestanding shelves fanning out in all directions. I run my fingers along the spines, searching for a particular section. 

I round a corner and a woman materializes out of the deep shadows, her intelligent eyes half hidden behind spectacles. “You’re the new girl,” she observes, “and an early riser.”

I smile and say, “I often woke up early at the con—at home. Perhaps you can help me. I want information on the unique gifts and magical abilities we each possess. Where might I read about them?”

Her eyes darken with interest and she turns on her heel. I follow as she says, “You’re the first student this semester to ask an intelligent question that has nothing to do with murder.” 

I hurry to keep up with her long stride, her skirt rustling against the threadbare carpet, stained in places with what I hope isn’t blood. Books rustle on their shelves as we pass and I look twice into the nearest row, certain I saw something move out of the corner of my eye. 

“You didn’t,” she says; “that row causes optical illusions.”

Fascinated, I ask, “What is your gift, may I ask?”

Her eyes soften slightly. “I can find anything simply by thinking about it. It seems a useless gift until you realize its potential. Imagine being able to find anything, or anyone, any time you want it.” She pauses and closes her eyes, her slender hand lingering on a shelf. “I know where Napoleon is at this moment ... stirring from his bed in Paris. If you asked me to find his footman, I could do that as well. I merely have to think about something and it all unravels in my head.”

“But you do not often tell people,” I speculate.

Her eyes twinkle at me behind their mirrors of glass. “No, it is best to keep one’s talents secret in such a place as this. You have done two unusual things today: asked for a useful book, and found out my talent. Most people never ask.” 

We reach a section closed off by an iron grating; she removes a ring bursting with keys from the hook at her waist and selects an old iron key with a dragon handle without thought. Gazing at me, she grins and asks, “See what I mean?” She twists it in the lock and the gate creaks open. “This is where we keep the important books. We leave the rest out in the open. They contain all sorts of diabolical things, very useful for killing people, but there is a difference between violence and skill. You, simply by your merit of asking for it, have the latter.”

Unsure whether or not to take that as a compliment, I ask, “Who was the last student to browse these volumes?”

“Lucian Graystoke,” she answers, and leads me to a distant shelf hidden in a corner. She removes an enormous volume, blows off the dust and sits it on a reading pedestal. Tendrils of magic seep out as she shows me an embossed front cover: A History of Talents. “It’s written in an old dialect, I’m afraid,” she says, “but if you’re smart enough to ask for it, you’re smart enough to read it. Put it back when you’re done. Don’t take it from the library, or let anyone know you’re reading it.”

“Why?” I ask, captivated by the scrollwork in the margins.

Thin fingers rest on the page, encouraging me to look up into her face. “This book contains knowledge about gifts, and how to sense them in others. There are indicators and the others may not like knowing you’re learning about their talents, how to discern their gifts, even how to find their weaknesses. This school thrives on secrets, Miss Dumont. Keep them and you’ll come to no harm. I give you consent to enter this section of the library. The gate will lock behind you and open whenever you touch it.”

As she moves away, I call after her, “What is your name?”

“The Librarian,” she answers, and vanishes into the stacks.

Glancing over my shoulder, I open the book. The parchment is nearly transparent, the lettering faded but in a style similar to the prayer books at the abbey. Handwritten in neat, firm penmanship, gold letters illustrate the individual chapter titles. Though tempted to read it straight through, I turn through the different sections in search of a particular skill. I find it near the end. The sense of Lucian’s presence is palpable. I feel him in the magic. The illustration is of a screaming woman. 

My chest tightens as I read. 

The sense of impending death lures banshees to those about to die. Their knowing increases until the moment itself, when their scream opens the veil between this world and the next, so the soul might pass through it. Their awareness increases with age, until it becomes not only a consciousness of impending death but also awareness as to its cause. 

While it is easy to kill a Banshee before her abilities increase to maturity, once they’re at full strength, the only way to—

The words turn crimson and fade faster than I can read them. In an instant, the page is blank. Not a trace remains, leaving the sentence forever unfinished. Frantic, I turn to the front of the book. The text and images remain, faint but discernable in once-bold colors. Flipping through the many pages reveals no tampering, but one page other than mine is also blank. 
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