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“So the Nightingale pressed closer against the thorn, and the thorn touched her heart, and fierce pain shot through her. Bitter, bitter was the pain, and wilder and wilder grew her song, for she sang of the Love that is perfected by Death, of the Love that dies not in the tomb.”


-  Oscar Wilde, “The Nightingale and the Rose”
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Chapter 1
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“Huh—what was that?” Emil Gogean spun around and saw nothing. A couple of birds flew past him in a low arc, and he sighed in relief as he watched them soar over the nearest trees and then vanish. “Never mind.”

He thought he’d glimpsed a shadow flitting away, but he figured it was nothing more than birds. There were plenty of those in Wollstone, apparently, and they moved endlessly above him. Oh, yes, Wollstone—that was a jarring reminder.

The academy’s gates towered above Emil, who idly guessed their height at fifteen feet tall. The wrought iron gates, almost visually impenetrable, shuddered slowly to a close. The groaning of rusty hinges cut through the late afternoon calm. Emil stared at the gate as it clanged shut, propelled by invisible forces that welcomed him to his new school and then imprisoned him against the rest of the world. 

After the final metallic echoes faded and the warm breeze took over the sounds of a new school year, Emil abandoned his luggage and walked back to the gate. He stopped to peer through the ivy-choked filigree patterns and frowned. The world outside had grown hazy. All familiar images of the narrow gravel roadway and the trees and shrubbery lining it looked like a watercolor scene that had just been softened with a careful wash, blurring edges and blending colors. 

Emil looked up. His eyes traced the wrought iron patterns as they twisted and curled, snakelike appendages that seemed to writhe as they groped at the air to claw at the sky. The gates, which stretched across by about twelve feet, bridged ivy and lichen-covered stone walls bordering the school grounds. Emil wondered at the imposing height of both gate and wall. 

“If they want to shut us away and be forgotten, it’s a good way of doing it,” he said. 

The gate didn’t have a security guard. When he’d approached it moments earlier, it simply swung open on its own after he’d called out for someone to let him in. 

He stepped back. He swept his gaze one last time over the gate and noted how the outside world faded and vanished with distance, even though Emil only moved no more than six feet away to where his bags sat. 

By the time he’d picked them up, a glance back at the gate showed nothing but a grayish scene beyond. It was as though thick fog had suddenly enveloped the world—and only the outside world. 

Perhaps the strangest thing was that, while at first he could remember what happened and what he did before the gates opened, the longer he stood within Wollstone’s walls, the murkier things got. Before long, he couldn’t recall anything beyond that very moment as he stared at the gray, foggy world outside the gates. 

His name? Yes, that was still clear. His family? His home? Emil scrunched his face as he grappled with his mind. Nothing—or at least nothing beyond what seemed like vague, distant memories of generic domestic scenes of Christmas, New Year’s, and birthdays. Scenes from countless television shows celebrating the one-size-fits-all, tight, nuclear family? It sure felt like it.

Emil shook his head, and the sudden deluge of hazy images vanished till nothing was left but the present. He cleared his throat in mild nervousness and turned around to face the walkway that led him to the freshman dormitory on the west side of the campus and the school on the east. 

Both buildings flanked what appeared to be the ruins of an old stone chapel. It stood directly across the main gate, surrounded by lush grass, forget-me-nots, and cherry blossom trees. 

Grunting as he shouldered one bag and lifted the other, Emil took the walkway that led him to the dormitory. He couldn’t take his eyes off the chapel, however. 

“How weird,” he muttered, pausing in his tracks when he reached a point where he could look at the chapel’s western façade. 

The ruins were nothing more than four walls of an uncertain age, given the thickness of the stone used and the amount of weathering that now gave the structure a neglected feel. Moss covered much of the crumbling walls. If any ivy crept up their uneven surfaces at some point, they must have been torn off or something, which Emil thought to be an interesting detail. 

The chapel ruins appeared to be older than the campus walls, but only moss touched it. Its immediate surroundings looked more like an idyllic little patch of land encircling it. It was buffeted with vivid colors and fresh blooms from every direction, which added to the chapel’s odd romanticism.

The mullioned windows, which bizarrely survived the ravages of time, rose in narrow sections. Their gothic arches gave them the curious appearance of dirty, multi-colored glass fingers that cradled the chapel’s walls. Emil’s imagination went further, and he thought if those glass fingers were to relinquish their hold, the walls would fall away, and there wouldn’t be anything left of the lonely chapel but its broken foundation. 

“Yeah, like those butter things,” he said. “Butterings? Buttings? Butt—uh—buttresses?” He nodded. “Buttresses.” 

He paused, frowning, as he tried to remember where he’d learned that word. At length it didn’t matter anymore, or at least he’d forgotten what it was he was trying to figure out. Nothing but the present mattered. 

He wasn’t sure if it was caused by the sunlight, but the windows also seemed to glow in brilliant shades of gold, red, blue, and green despite the caked on dirt. Emil stared in wonder before forcing himself back to the reality of finding his assigned room. 

He walked on, gazing curiously around him. Before long the chapel ruins were behind him, and he was suddenly aware of the past—yes, moments in his parents’ company when they saw him off. 

The drive to Wollstone. The loneliness overwhelming him as he watched his parents’ car drive away. The gate opening without anyone behind it. His life even well before his parents had decided to take a chance on a boarding school for their only child even if their decision came as a surprise to them and to Emil—in a way, that is. 

Their process of decision-making was rather unconventional, and in the end, Emil was forced to go with the flow despite his reluctance.

He paused in his tracks, wide-eyed, when the mental floodgates opened, and he felt himself again. “Whoa,” he whispered, glancing back to stare at the chapel, which was now mostly covered by intervening shrubs and trees. 

“What the heck happened? That was like a weird mental vacuum that—okay, whatever. I guess I’m just tired.”

Shrugging, he turned around and carried on, marveling again at the picturesque campus. It seemed more like an idealized woodland setting filled with flowering trees and shrubs everywhere, with only a wide flagstone walkway breaking up the grass and leading students to and from their dorm. 

The closer he got to the freshman dorm, the more people he saw. Students sauntered idly or sat on the grass, enjoying the sun, a sparse crowd of boys in civilian clothes in the process of acquainting themselves with their environment and their schoolmates. Emil received a few curious looks, but he remained ignored, by and large. He didn’t mind one bit and preferred things that way because he was now growing more and more aware of how nervous he felt, being tossed into an environment he wasn’t familiar with. 

As he followed the students down the flagstone walkway past incredibly lush shrubbery and well-trimmed hedges, he decided he was going to enjoy it there.   

* * * *
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HE EYED THE FRESHMAN dorm. Emil realized it should be panic, not bemusement, he should feel. What was he going to do? He’d never been to a private school before, let alone a boarding school. He’d heard of vampires in private academies. Or witches’ covens. Zombies as well. Worse, he’d also heard of bitchy rich girls whose underwear spent more time on the floor than on their owners’ bodies. 

So how did boys’ boarding schools compare? If they had magicians or sorcerers, Emil could live with that. 

“Gargoyles,” he whispered, eyes wide and eager as he paused before the freshman dorm’s main entrance, while students pushed past him. “Please, let’s have gargoyles around here. That’d be awesome.” 

Feeling a ticklish surge of delight, Emil suddenly remembered he’d packed his thrice-read copy of Hunchback of Notre Dame and a brand new copy of Gargoyles: the Hellbound in Stone, which was penned by some writer from about a decade ago. He’d developed a fascination for gargoyles ever since watching an old B-movie called—yes—Gargoyles, while bored out of his wits. He’d never looked back since. 

Of course, now he only wished he’d been allowed to bring his gargoyle book ends and gargoyle desk statue, the latter lovingly named Chad. He only had so much room in his luggage, unfortunately, but he hoped to be able to bring those back with him after the holidays. 

“Honey, your gargoyles will be here when you come home for the holidays or whenever they let you go,” his mother had said, smiling and tearful at the same time. She’d always been such a softie.

“Maybe I can make clay gargoyles in Art Class,” he said. Invigorated, Emil walked into his new home. 

The freshman dormitory was a gray, weathered, U-shaped building, its architecture rather quaint in that Old World kind of way. Corridors stretched out in front of the rooms, so that students would emerge from them and be greeted by the outdoors, with waist-high stone rails fencing them in. 

The building had four floors. The open area cocooned by the building’s U-shape and the tall bougainvillea hedges that separated the freshman area from the main walkway was a crisply manicured lawn with a small circular collection of rose bushes and white stones. 

That inner garden was a lot more subdued or controlled compared to the landscape outside, which had about it a wild forest of blooms look and feel to it, one that made Emil think of fantasy realms. The chapel ruins certainly came across as icing on the visual cake.

A few students lounged on the grass, chatting. Some leaned over the stone rails of their respective floors, gazing out in wonder and pleasure. 

With a slight pang, Emil envied the way some of his peers had already made new friends even before school had begun. Nevertheless, he entered the main hallways, his ears filled with voices and laughter, the sound of shoes clicking against shiny stone floors, and the occasional rumble of luggage wheels. 

He was assigned to Room 215. Emil didn’t care much for having to drag his bags up a flight of stairs, but he also realized things could’ve been far worse. He could have been assigned to a room on the top floor. Before long, he found himself standing in front of his room, fumbling around for his key. 

He stared at it when he fished it out of his jacket pocket. Then he frowned. 

“When did I get this key?” he murmured. 

He couldn’t remember. Things had happened so quickly, with student orientation and registration coming and going without him even realizing what had hit him. After convincing himself he’d been given the key after student orientation a couple of weeks earlier, when parents and students had been allowed to explore the campus, Emil unlocked the door and entered his room. 

It was clean and ready for its new occupants. Emil saw the second bed was buried under a large duffel bag and a small suitcase. His roommate was nowhere to be seen. Emil took advantage of that little bit of privacy by exploring the room, which didn’t take too long. Two beds, two freestanding wardrobes (very old school, Emil thought), two writing desks and chairs. He walked over to the wardrobe on his side of the room and opened it. 

The interior was empty and clean. It also smelled faintly of mothballs. Emil leaned in and sniffed, marveling at the wardrobe’s age. 

The wood had a strange finish to it; rather than familiar wood grains of dark and light in straight and spiral patterns, Emil saw irregular shapes in seemingly random places, like knots that had become a part of the wood. He stared at the burls in wonder and gently ran his fingers over them, feeling nothing but a smooth surface. Several empty hangers hung from the clothes rod in the main compartment. Under that was an empty open shelf and a surprisingly roomy drawer under the shelf. 

He was about to close the wardrobe’s doors when he paused, frowning. 

“What the...?” he muttered, turning to look back inside the wardrobe. 

He scanned the rear wood paneling, his gaze moving across all the burls he’d examined so closely just a couple of minutes earlier. 

He saw nothing out of the ordinary in the strange patterns, but a slowly fading image of a face—a boy’s face—kept its hold in his mind. He must have spotted it in the burls when he was examining them before.

“That’s crazy,” he said, frowning and shaking his head. “There’s nothing there.” No wide, haunted eyes that seemed to seek him out through the wood. 

All the same, the vanishing image left a cold, tingly feeling that made his skin crawl because he was sure that those wide, haunted eyes were staring directly at him, almost insistent in their wordless communication, whatever it might be. Emil quickly shut the doors of his wardrobe and moved away from it. 

With a tired sigh, Emil sat on his bed, kicked off his shoes, and curled up on his side for a nap. He was supposed to claim his uniforms, too, but he had time enough for that. For now, he just needed to vanish from the world and lose himself in some much-needed rest. 
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Chapter 2
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Emil awoke to the off-key strains of “Spanish Eyes.” He blinked the fog away and swallowed, awareness growing clearer by the second while the singing grew even more intolerable. Emil frowned and scanned the room, his gaze settling on the figure of another boy organizing his clothes in the wardrobe on his side of the room.

“Hi,” Emil said, his voice a little scratchy from sleep. “You’re my roommate, right?” He rubbed his eyes and raised himself up to a sitting position. 

The other boy stopped his singing and turned around, surprised. He was brown-skinned and pudgy, and his wire-rimmed glasses appeared too small for his round face. After a moment’s pause, he moved toward Emil with an arm outstretched, his other hand holding up a couple of shirts on hangers. 

“Jaime de la Torre,” he said, grinning, as he took Emil’s hand and shook it vigorously. 

“I’m Emil Gogean. Nice to meet you.”

Jaime remained silent, watching him closely. Emil frowned. “Are you waiting for me to say something else?” he asked, and Jaime’s face lit up as though he’d just gotten over the worst case of constipation he’d ever had.

“Yeah. In case you’re wondering, I’m not Latino.”

“Okay.” Emil couldn’t remember saying anything about Jaime being Latino.

Jaime burst out laughing. “People mix me up with Latinos all the time. I’m not, though. I’m Filipino. It’s not obvious, huh? I always have people walk up to me and then start talking to me in Spanish, which is cool because I just stare at them till they stop and then figure out that, hey, I’m not Mexican, what the hell? Pretty funny, huh?”

Emil grinned. “I’ve never had anyone talk to me in anything but English before. That must’ve been pretty awkward for them.”

“Yeah. But they also kind of got me interested in learning Spanish.”

“I’d love to learn French, myself. Anyway, have you gotten your uniform yet?”

Jaime nodded and then made a face. 

“I have. It’s not as awesome as I thought. It sounded better when my mom described it to me. I just checked the size, too, and it’s perfect. Pretty weird, actually. It’s like everything’s cut exactly to my size, like one of those fancy men’s suits type of deal, and I’ve never been fitted for it. Maybe the school’s got special measurements under small, medium, large, and extra large.” Jaime frowned as he mulled things over. “Maybe each generic size label’s got a range of specific sizes, know what I mean?” He paused again. “Okay, I’m starting to confuse myself now. I should just shut up.”

Emil nodded and stood up, amazed at how sluggish he felt even after a nap. Then again, maybe it was because the past couple of weeks had been frenzied and emotional. “I should pick up mine. Are the uniforms downstairs?” 

Jaime looked at him, surprised. “Uh, no—you should have it in your wardrobe. That’s where I found mine, and so did Curtis from next door. And so did everyone else if I asked, but I didn’t, so that’s a wild guess. School administration’s totally up to speed, I think, if they’re able to sort out everyone’s uniforms and actually get them all inside the right wardrobes in the right rooms and stuff.” Jaime paused and took a deep breath. 

Emil chuckled. “No, no, I have to go downstairs for mine. I checked my wardrobe when I came in, and it’s empty.”

“Oh. Mine was here when I came in.”

“You might’ve gotten lucky, or your parents might’ve arranged that.” 

Jaime frowned at him. “What’s your last name again?”

“Gogean.”

Jaime looked baffled. 

“It’s Romanian.” 

“Seriously? That’s cool! I’ve never met anyone who’s all Russian-y before. You were born here or something?” Jaime’s eyes had widened. 

“Third generation, yeah,” Emil said as he bent down to take hold of his bags and set them on his bed. “All those sexy accents stayed with my grandparents.”

“So you’re full Romanian? Only American?”

Emil nodded. “Yeah. My parents are both Romanian, and they grew up here.” 

Jaime’s eyes widened even more. “You must be pretty good in gymnastics, dude. That’s cool. I’ve always wanted to get into gymnastics, but I’m kind of a late bloomer in that ambition department. Didn’t really think about it till—oh—last year.”

“Not all Romanians are gymnasts,” Emil said, laughing and shrugging. “I can do cartwheels, though, but other than those, I seriously suck. Just don’t like athletics at all, though I can enjoy some sports if you bribe me with something good.” 

“Oh, okay, sorry—my bad. First time in boarding school with a roommate. I’m so freaked that I’m pulling things out of my ass.”

Emil blushed and waved a hand. “No worries. I’m a lot more American than Romanian, I guess.”

Jaime nodded, looking very impressed. He turned back toward his wardrobe and stuffed one of his emptied bags inside. 

“This is cool.” He closed the doors and grinned at Emil. “I’m going to check the rest of the place. Wanna come?”

“No, thanks, I still have to put my stuff away and get my uniforms.”

Jaime nodded and trotted over to the door. “I don’t know why I’m so excited being here,” he said as he swung the door open. “I hate school and all, but something about this place turns me on—well—not that you needed to know that.”

“No, I don’t.”

Jaime gave him a quick wave and called back just as he closed the door behind him, “When I get back, you’ll have to talk to me about Dracula and shit.”

The words didn’t sink into Emil’s brain till after he’d emptied his bags and was staring at the neatly-folded clothes on his bed. “What the what?” he muttered, glancing back to the door. 

The languid remnants of sleep came back, and his brain turned fuzzy. Nothing fully registered in Emil’s mind, and he didn’t care much. 

He supposed he should be excited about being there, about being in high school, finally, but he couldn’t. It was just another school—only for boys, and they got to wear suits to class just like little gentlemen. He never liked his parents’ decision, even argued against it, but he was only fifteen and had to be put in his place. His resentment lingered, however. 

He yawned again when he gathered an armful of t-shirts. “God, who am I kidding? It’s going to be a stupid, boring year,” he said. “I just know it.”

He’d have to call home and ask to have Chad sent to him. Life in uncharted territory demanded something familiar and close to his heart for it to be minimally bearable. Emil walked over to his wardrobe and opened it.

He found his uniform hanging inside—blazers, dress shirts, slacks, and ties—all clean and pressed, coordinated perfectly for each day’s use. As he stared at them, stunned, he somehow knew they’d fit him perfectly even if he’d never been measured for them.

* * * *
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“OH, MAN, WHAT TIME is it?” Jaime groaned from his bed. 

Emil blearily looked around. The light filtering through their only window failed to warm the room, which largely remained gloomy. Then again, when Emil strained his neck and squinted at the window, which didn’t have a curtain or blinds, he saw thick, gray clouds beyond as well as half-bald tree branches that looked like a corpse’s fingers vainly clawing the air. 

“I don’t know. Six? Six-thirty?” he said, his head falling back on his pillow. “This is too early for me. Did we both wake up at the same time?” Emil certainly didn’t hear an alarm go off, or at least he couldn’t remember turning one off.

“I don’t know. I guess.” Jaime let out a loud yawn, and Emil turned in time to watch his roommate pull his blankets up and over his head. “Wake me up when it’s ten.”

“I don’t think you’ll be able to sleep now,” Emil said, sighing as he rubbed his face and blinked away what was left of sleep. “I guess we woke up at the same time. I wonder if this is like when girls hang out together long enough so that their cycles start syncing. Know what I mean?”

When Jaime didn’t answer, Emil looked at the lump at the other side of the room. “Jaime?”

“Yeah, I heard you,” Jaime said, his voice muffled. “I didn’t answer because I didn’t want to answer. Jeez. It’s not exactly something you talk about first thing in the morning with another guy.”

Emil yawned and stretched before sitting up. “Well, at least I didn’t bring it up over breakfast.” 

He stood and walked over to the window and gazed out. He’d completely ignored the window the previous day, but then again, he’d been too preoccupied with settling in and getting his bearings together to be more thorough in his inspection of his new room. 

He paused, blinking. “Did something happen yesterday?” he murmured. He glanced back over his shoulder and frowned. “Hey, Jaime, did something kind of strange happen yesterday?”

The lump shifted a little. “Don’t think so. I was too busy mingling, anyway. Why?”

“Oh. I don’t know. I must’ve had a dream or something.” Emil shrugged and stared out the window again. “It was just a feeling I had that something weird happened here—in this room. But I can’t remember what it was.” He wracked his brain some more. “Yeah, I guess it was a dream. I’m feeling a little disoriented still.”

“Are you psychic or something? You’d better tell me now before freaking me out with any kind of weird shit,” Jaime said, sounding a little testy.

“My grandma told me I had some kind of gift. Dunno. Something—sixth sense? Can’t remember. She was pretty senile when she kept yammering on and on about my ‘abilities’, so we never really took her seriously.” 

Emil could still remember that halfway-coherent babbling his maternal grandmother did from her rocker. She used to take Emil by the arm and feel around his face, sometimes making all sorts of odd gestures as though she were touching some kind of invisible barrier that surrounded him while murmuring something in her native tongue. 

At the same time, however, there’d always be this odd, sly gleam in her eyes, as though she was in on a secret about Emil that Emil didn’t even know. She passed away without really saying more about what she’d “sensed” about her grandson—at least in English.

“She was the one who convinced Mom and Dad to send me here.”

“How’d she know about the school?”

“Well, that was the weird bit. My mom said that she kept having dreams about Grandma and went to a psychic or whatever you call someone who talks to dead people.” Emil looked sheepish. “She said Grandma insisted I be sent here. No reason why, but Mom probably felt she had to trust what the psychic was telling her.”

“What—you mean she was freakin’ dead when she gave your mom ideas?” Jaime sounded genuinely horrified. “I’m sure your dad was totally thrilled.”

“No, he wasn’t, but he was kind of forced to go with it because things were also happening to him that he couldn’t explain, and I guess shit got under his skin.”

Jaime sighed heavily from under his blankets. “Whatever. Just don’t go on about seeing dead people, okay? I seriously hate ghosts. And if you sense our room being haunted, say something. I’d want a room change ASAP.”

The window was an old-fashioned casement window that swung outward and was secured by a latch on each pane. Crisscrossing diagonal lines of black metal added a heavier sense of history to each sash, and Emil toyed with the idea that he was really peering out of a window from Shakespeare’s time than one from the twenty-first century. 

The skies were definitely gray and heavy, and the trees surrounding their dormitory made him miss his Gargoyle collection. “Well, I guess I’d better take a shower and get ready,” Emil said, sighing. “I think breakfast’s at seven. You should be getting up, too.” 

“I’ll get up when you’re done showering.” The lump shifted again. 

Emil walked to his wardrobe, but as he reached for the handle, he froze. What was wrong with him? He stared at the wardrobe for a moment, his mind racing, his skin prickling, but he didn’t know why. 

“This is stupid,” he muttered, shaking his head before opening the doors and fumbling around for one of the sets he needed to wear. 

He admired everything for a moment as he held the hangers in front of him. The blazer and the tie were a dark, vibrant blue, with Wollstone’s crest embroidered on the blazer’s breast pocket. The dress shirt was a stark white, the trousers a light gray. 

Emil grimaced. Those pants wouldn’t hold up to the stress of hanging out on the grass in good weather. He set the clothes down on his bed and continued to gather his toiletries. 

By the time he stepped out into the corridor and the chilly early morning air, he’d completely forgotten about strange feelings and dreams. Passing a few bleary-eyed students in pajamas with their towels and other toiletries in their arms, Emil almost laughed at himself. 

“Well,” he said, his gaze sweeping around him as he absorbed the unusual but beautiful architecture of the freshman dormitory, “I guess this place really does get under your skin, and it’s only one day so far.”
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Chapter 3
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In addition to the idealized pastoral landscape of Wollstone’s campus, a good number of things differentiated it from other schools, and only a few details gave the students something familiar. 

The same classes his old public school had were offered, though Emil had hoped to be hit with one elective that was out of the ordinary. Like an intensive study of dark European folklore. Or maybe one on the lost myths from Asia. A class on ghost fiction, though gargoyle fiction would be much more interesting. Something skirting the boundaries of the morbid and the grotesque would always be a welcome diversion from the usual rigors of Algebra and English. 

“Will they let us read Poe?” he wondered. 

Was that considered too challenging for fifteen-year-olds? Knowing adults in positions of authority, the answer would likely be no for the first question and yes for the second. Though perhaps the rationale behind it was the all-too-familiar and all-too-annoying belief that all things horror were Satanic and a big no-no for young, impressionable minds.

As it was, he found himself sitting through one tedious hour after another, mildly fascinated by the Old World air his masters had about them. Oh, yes, that was one oddity he could sink his teeth into, but that being the first day of school, he couldn’t help but warn himself that the novelty would have to wear off eventually. Possibly by the end of the week. 

“Bummer,” he muttered as he listened to his third period master drone on and on while pacing before the students, arms clasped behind him. “I suppose I might as well enjoy it while it lasts.”

That Old World air was rather curious. Each master—a middle-aged gentlemanly sort whose manners reminded him of all those Jane Austen adaptations his mother had always been fond of—wore a black, shin-length cassock that was cinched at the waist, and black trousers. 

Emil wasn’t raised Catholic—in fact, all things deeply traditionalist and religious died with his grandparents, who were Eastern Orthodox—with his parents being unabashedly secular despite their ambivalence toward certain superstitions they’d been raised with. But what initially crossed his mind when he saw his first period master in full uniform was the Jesuit Order, though the cassock was much shorter than what he remembered Jesuits traditionally wore. 

Every master was clean-cut and exquisitely groomed, his manner refined and even aristocratically aloof, his talking crisp and clear with just the barest hint of an accent he couldn’t place. 

At length, his attention wavering despite his curiosity, Emil found himself sinking happily into a mild haze of teenage daydreams. His mind wandered far and wide, conjuring up strange and fantastical creatures and places, with him, of course, in the middle of it all. 

He sat near the far wall of his classroom, his chair next to the windows, which were thrown open. His gaze drifted outward when his master turned around and slowly walked toward the other end, still talking, and fixed itself on the chapel ruins, which stood almost directly across from him. 

Though partially obscured by nearby trees, the structure’s uneven silhouette could still be glimpsed. Its mystery deepened further as leaves and branches worked like natural curtains that strictly regulated Emil’s view.

It was quite romantic, he silently admitted, a faint smile forming as he rested his chin on one hand. Not once did he expect to find something so typically European to be such an obvious focal point for a school that was very much American in a lot of ways. He’d have to dig around for the school’s history sometime. The lure of mysteries was just too delicious to ignore; then again, he was probably just bored.

* * * *
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EMIL NEGOTIATED HIS way through the buzzing swarm of students, eager to get back to the dorm for lunch. He figured the crowd to thin once he reached a certain point, considering the dormitories’ locations, with each building completely cut off from its brethren. 

The freshmen dorm was built on the west end of campus, with the sophomores located in the northwest, the juniors in the northeast, and the seniors in the east. Or at least that was how Emil figured things once he learned about Wollstone’s layout.

All four dorms, strategically built at specific points as though following an ancient map, ultimately surrounded the chapel and the main school building, with countless plant life filling up the space in between. 

In fact, as Emil wormed his way through the throng of excited boys, there seemed to be this overwhelming atmosphere of isolation that pervaded Wollstone, emphasized by the physical layout of the campus. He didn’t know if it had anything to do with academic life, but he could sense it very clearly. 

Everywhere he looked—at least beyond his schoolmates’ presence—he saw nothing but trees and shrubbery that invaded and divided a good deal of space, closing him in and reminding him of his smallness in the face of Nature. It seemed as though the school was built in the middle of a wood that’d been around since the beginning of time. 

There were four main, wide walkways that radiated out from the school building, with each leading toward its respective dormitory. Because of the intervening landscape, most students crammed them, with a few opting to walk through the trees and taking a more picturesque route back to their dining halls. 

Emil stuck to the flagstone walkway, though, being so new to the school that he couldn’t find it in himself to wander off and follow his own literal path. 

The crowd eventually thinned out as expected, and he found himself nearing the chapel. In the bright light of the midday sun, it didn’t look as oddly mystical as it did yesterday on his arrival. It was nothing more than the remains of an old place of worship, with students using it for a playground of sorts. 

As he followed the walkway that took him around the chapel’s front, he saw a small group of loud students lounging on the grass by the entrance. They’d taken off their jackets, with some of them undoing their ties and rolling up their sleeves or pulling their shirts out of their trousers and letting them hang loose as they talked and laughed.

“They look like they own the place. Must be seniors,” Emil mused. 

“Yeah, I think you’re right.” 

Emil gave a start and turned to find another student walking just behind him, eyeing the disheveled group dubiously. He recognized the other boy as Drew, who sat directly in front of him in class. Tall, skinny, and awkward, his slouch indicative of a boy caught in that awful, awful stage of uncomfortable teenage development, Drew seemed to be the painfully shy type who cringed at being the center of attention. 

“Wonder if they’ll get into trouble for messing around with their uniforms,” Drew said, turning away and ducking, drawing his thin shoulders up to his ears. “I mean, doesn’t this place have a strict dress code? I think I read it in the student handbook.”

“It does, yeah. Well—if they’ll get into trouble, the principal’s office will be totally crowded with five students crammed in there.”

“Five? There are four people there.”

Emil glanced at Drew. “No, there are five.” 

Errors like this were usually easy to dismiss. Either party would concede, and that would be that. For better or for worse, Drew turned out to be one of those detail-obsessed types, and he stopped in his tracks and turned to face the chapel. 

With a dramatically heavy sigh, he pointed at the students hanging out by the entrance with one hand while holding Emil still with the other. 

“Look—one, two, three, four. That’s it.”

Emil counted along, his brows knitting. 

“There were five guys there,” he said. “I saw one more. He was kind of sitting a little away from them, and he was reading a book. But he seemed close enough to them to look like he was with the group.”

“Maybe he’s not part of them and just happened to be minding his own business in his little spot when the others showed up. Or he showed up after they did.” Drew paused. “I didn’t see anyone, though. Just those four dudes. Must be your imagination.”

“Maybe he left right away?” Emil offered, glancing back at the chapel entrance. 

When Drew just shrugged, they turned and carried on, with Emil now puzzling over the fifth student. He could swear he’d seen the boy, even if it was only for a brief moment—a flash, a glimpse. He could still remember the way the boy sat on the grass, legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, head bent over a book lying open on his lap. 
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