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FOR ANYONE WHO KNOWS WHAT IT IS TO FEEL ALONE IN A CROWD, OR TO DRAW SOLACE FROM DAYDREAMS
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PART ONE



THE RESURRECTION
OF COLTON PRICE


The gates of hell are open night and day;


Smooth the descent, and easy is the way:


But to return, and view the cheerful skies,


In this the task and mighty labor lies.


Virgil, The Aeneid
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Delaney Meyers-Petrov wasn’t made of glass, but sometimes she felt as though she might be. The early-September morning was bright and warm, the wide green square of Howe’s tree-lined quad banded in thin sapling shadows. Overhead, the bluebird sky was laced in pale, pretty clouds, and it wasn’t so much that she felt close to breaking, but rather that her parents were watching her as if she would.


Her parents, who she’d asked repeatedly to stay home. Her parents, who were terrible at listening, for two people whose ears worked perfectly well. Her parents, who had vehemently ignored her requests and had shown up on her first day of class—woefully out of place among the climber ivy and the baked-red brick and the buildings hewn from old money—with a sign on which they’d written her name.


WE LOVE YOU, LANEY!


The inscription was done in fat black letters. The poster paper was bubble-gum pink. The entire experience was, as far as experiences went, extraordinarily humiliating. More than one student on the quad was pointing. Perched under the slender branches of a fledgling elm, her mother didn’t appear to notice the attention she attracted. At her side, Delaney’s father looked positively out of place, his arms inked in grayscale sleeves, his hair slicked back, his beard threaded silver. His expression was a mug shot capture, and though the other students on the walkway gave him and his scowl as wide a berth as physically possible, Delaney could tell that the tight line of her father’s mouth was only there because he was doing his very best not to cry.


Shouldering her briefcase bag and swallowing her pride, she wriggled her fingers in as inconspicuous a goodbye as she could manage. And then off she went, careful to keep to the sunniest of spaces, stepping over shadows the same way small children skipped over clefts in the sidewalk—Don’t step on the crack or you’ll break your mother’s back. Every step she took—the children’s rhyme looping between her ears, her parents cheering for her like spectators at Fenway, the shadows cool and leering—she felt less and less like an incoming college student and more like a child toddling to her first day of preschool, lunch box in hand.


It was, she supposed, sidestepping an elongated branch of dark, hard to fault her parents. Brittle of bone and prone to catching cold, she’d cut her teeth on the edge of death well before she could read. She’d slipped away in a hospital bed, lights winking and machinery humming, and resurfaced from the cataleptic dark to find her ears no longer worked. She was left with silence whispering in her head and shadows whispering at her feet and the very distinct feeling that she’d been somehow fractured on the inside.


Every silent day since then, she’d been handled with care.


A glass girl, in a glass menagerie, all the world a whispered hush.


If she was honest with herself, Delaney Meyers-Petrov had never really expected to go to college. Her parents made modest incomes—the kind that kept the lights on, not the kind that paid tuition. Free spirits, they spent their evenings booking spoken-word gigs at local indie venues, their days driving Delaney out to Walden Pond to skip stones across the water. They didn’t put much stock in things like capitalism and folded laundry and formal academia.


Little breakable Delaney hadn’t just fallen far from the tree. Her apple had been picked up by a grazing deer, carried over meadow and hummock, and discarded miles away. While her parents eschewed the notion of higher education—“It’s just an expensive piece of paper, Laney; it doesn’t define you”—she wanted nothing more. She wanted the regimen, the freedom, the promise of opportunity.


She wanted the chance to prove she was made of tougher stuff than glass.


She wanted to be defined. Not by the silence between her ears or her fear of the dark, but by the sum of her achievements. Not by what she couldn’t do, but by what she could.


That was why, the minute she was of age, she’d gone online and registered for the placement scholarship. The applicant exam was an intensive labor, spanning the course of a week. It assessed mental and physical health, personal aptitudes, and, the forms ominously noted, etcetera. Her results, once factored, would determine her placement in a field that most closely matched her individual skill set.


The needs-based fellowship came with a single caveat: They’d pay her tuition in full, so long as she agreed to go wherever she was placed.


Her parents had been visibly hesitant, but their abhorrence of discipline meant they wouldn’t ever force her hand. “Lane,” they’d said, “if it’s a degree you want, there are plenty of online programs with manageable tuitions. Not only that, but they’ll be far more accommodating to your needs. There’s no bar here. You don’t have anything to prove.”


But Delaney did.


Not to other people, but to herself. She’d been handled with white gloves all her life, kept high on a shelf, and it wouldn’t do to sit up there forever, collecting dust. Glass, she’d learned, was terribly easy to crack, but the pressure it could weather was immense. She wanted to parse out her limits, even if doing so earned her a few nicks. She wanted the chance to melt herself down and shape herself into something new.


Someone capable of conquering the world all on her own.


Someone who wasn’t eighteen years old and still afraid of the dark.


The first day of the exam, she and three hundred other hopefuls spent the morning locked in the echoing chamber of a public high school gymnasium. She’d felt, as she often did in wide, empty spaces, the soft tiptoe of unease down her spine, the unsettled ruffle of shadows along her periphery.


It was a bad habit—her tendency to personify the dark. To imagine it restless, the way she had when she’d been little and lonely and looking for a friend. To fear the way it drew her eye, the way it pulled at her like a tide. As the proctor rattled off rules she couldn’t hear, she’d busied herself with setting her pencils into a neatly sharpened line and done her best not to stare into the gymnasium’s murky corners.


The second day of testing, the aspirants had been called one by one into a little wan room by a little wan man, made to sit in a polypropylene chair with the legs gone loose. There, the darkness had pressed cool and close. It fell across her lap in shallow pools of blue. It coiled against her like a happy cat.


Hello, she imagined it said. Hello, hello.


Across from her, the interviewer watched her much too closely, firing off a series of seemingly unrelated questions. Delaney fidgeted on the edge of her seat and did her best to read his lips beneath the wiry fringe of his mustache. She kicked herself for imagining the way the shadows purred.


On the third day, Delaney was swapping out the dull lead of one pencil for the pin-sharp nib of another when the proctor summoned her by name. “Delaney Meyers-Petrov?” Several curious heads picked up. “I’d like to see you in the hall.” Ears burning, she followed the thin slip of a woman out of the gym and into the menthol-green colonnade of lockers. The slam of the fire doors rattled her teeth.


“Pack your bag, Ms. Meyers-Petrov,” the proctor said, without preamble. “You’re done here.”


The elimination hit like a sucker punch. Delaney wanted to push back. She wanted to resist. But she hadn’t been built to cross lines, and so she thanked the proctor and slunk back inside to pack up her things. That afternoon, she’d lain in bed and thought of all the things she might have done wrong. When dusk settled, she’d felt the dark of her room tsk reproachfully at her, and a bubble of shame beaded deep inside her chest.


Maybe she’d answered a question wrong.


Maybe they didn’t want an applicant who couldn’t hear.


Maybe they thought she was a little bit odd, this girl who side-eyed the dark.


And then. And then. One day, on a very unremarkable Tuesday morning, she received a letter in the mail. It was late April, the days wet and insipid. She’d huddled by the mailbox, fingers numb, and torn into the seal of the Grants and Scholarships Committee, all hard wax and insignia. The header was embossed in glimmering silver, the paper fine cream-colored card stock.


Ms. Delaney Meyers-Petrov,


Congratulations on a job well done. You are a recipient of our needs-based placement fellowship. Due to your decidedly unique capabilities, the placement committee has determined that your talents would be best utilized in a neo-anthropological field. As such, you have been assigned to Howe University’s Godbole School of Neo-Anthropological Studies. The scholarship will be sent directly to the college, indicating that it can be used for tuition, fees, or books.


Your presence is expected at the Godbole building, auditorium B, on the morning of September 1st. More information pertaining to your placement can be accessed on the global student portal. Please see the attached documents for your login information. If you have any questions, feel free to call the student resources department at the number listed below.


At the bottom, the signature of a board member was signed in a looping scrawl. She’d stood there for a long time afterward, rain needling her skin. She’d heard of Godbole. Everyone had. It was a highly prestigious yet controversial program, a magnet for those who dabbled in the occult.


It’s all smoke and mirrors, she’d seen someone comment, when a leaked video purported to show a Godbole student slipping between worlds. Anyone with a laptop can doctor footage. These students are paying into a sham.


The video looked like something out of The Twilight Zone. One instant, the student stood perfectly still and stared behind the camera, waiting for a cue. Then, with a nod, he took a single step. The sky swallowed him up. The air rippled like water in his wake. He didn’t reappear.


Unique capabilities, her letter said.


People had used plenty of adjectives to define Delaney Meyers-Petrov in her eighteen silent turns around the sun. Tragic Delaney, who’d fallen too sick too young. Fearful Delaney, who still slept with the lights on. Fragile Delaney, who needed constant coddling.


But capable Delaney—that was something new.


She liked the fit of it, like an unwashed sweater.


And so, on a bluebird day in September, she packed up her things and she went. To conquer the world, and maybe some others. To prove that she could.


She took a breath and she took a step.


And the shadows followed.


Howe University looked like everything Septembers were meant to embody—like bricks and books and new beginnings. It smelled like it, too. Fresh-cut grass and petrichor, coffee grounds and vanillin and the faint, autumnal smack of sour apples.


At the far side of the quad sat the Godbole building. An imposing glass monolith, it sparked like a diamond in the light, a structural incongruity among the neat rows of ivy-clad brick.


The irony didn’t escape her. A glass girl, bound for a glass palace.


The chilly cling of early autumn faded away the moment Delaney stepped inside. The foyer was minimalist in design and built for aesthetic. At the room’s crux, a colorless floral arrangement of dripping hyacinths sat atop a sleek marble plinth. At the windows, the sun fell and fell. Each slap of her combat boots across linoleum cracked through the space in a startling eddy of thunder, and she was unsure—as ever—if the sound was magnified only by her cochlear implant, or to everyone in the vicinity.


Fortunately, there appeared to be no one else in the vicinity, only Delaney Meyers-Petrov and endless dazzling white. She wasn’t sure if she liked it. The rest of the campus looked like old money and old books, all brick and ivy and nostalgia. But Godbole—Godbole looked like the future. It looked like Januarys, bleak and severe.


She rounded a corner, tailed by the warped slip of her reflection in the glass—high pigtails deepening to a pale periwinkle, black blouse framed by a white baby-doll collar, all punk and pastels. Loud, a woman on the T called her outfit once. Loud, to make up for the unassailable quiet. Amid the sterile white of Godbole, she stuck out like a sore thumb.


And she was alone, which meant she was likely late. She hated being late.


Up ahead sat a pair of elevators, one set of doors steadily trundling shut. She caught diminishing sight of a figure within—gray sweater and burgundy tie, the neat gloss of chestnut curls. A single striking eye met hers through the thinning gap.


“Hey,” she called out, breaking into a run. “Could you hold the—”


The doors clicked shut just as she skidded to a stop, her nose inches from the crack.


“Asshole,” she said into the metal panel, and jabbed the button with her thumb. Once, twice, three times for good measure. She stepped back to wait for the other elevator to make its way down from the fifth floor, conscious of the steady trickle of seconds passing her by.


To her horror, the first elevator ground back open. Inside stood the stranger. He lounged against the wall, hands braced on the rail, the round face of his watch winking in the light. His hooded eyes were the color of coffee, his straight nose framed by pale, prominent cheekbones. His mouth was a dagger, unsmiling. The shadows pressed against him in a way that felt hungry—like they had teeth, and he was something sweet. Like everything about him beckoned the dark.


The stranger’s brows drew together at the sight of her. He looked, she thought, surprised.


“Lane,” he said.
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The day Colton Price came back from the dead, he’d opened his eyes to find a little girl peering down at him. The sky was a mid-March blue, whipped in white and fringed with trees. She bowed over him, sunlight streaming around her braids. A flat stone was clenched in her mittened hand, primed for skipping.


He’d gasped for air, exhaling in cold, murky breaths. The sucking mud pulled at his clothes. Pond water lapped against his skin. Hush, it said. Hush. Hush. Hush. He didn’t understand. When he’d died, the pond had been frozen. Winter thick, but not dense enough to bear the weight of two young boys on skates.


He’d felt it crack beneath him seconds before he fell through. Like a bone cleaving in two. Like the tectonic shift of plates. He’d listed to the side, his skates going akimbo, and met his brother’s wide-eyed stare. “Liam,” he’d cried. And then he’d gone under. His teeth cracked together against the broken shelf. His gloves scrabbled for purchase. It was no use. The water swallowed him whole.


Lying on the shore, feeling slow-crept back into his limbs. His jaw ached. It was a dull, heartbeat pain that pricked when the wind blew. He’d been dead. He’d been dead. At nine years old, he’d known little of death, but he recognized it when it came for him. His heart had slowed to a stop. He’d watched his vision go black.


But there was his heartbeat, hammering beneath his bones.


And there was the little girl, a study in rainbows. Rainbow stockings. Rainbow mittens. Rainbow bows. He was alive, alive, alive and the girl was watching him out of an owl-eyed stare, stark and suspicious.


“Are you a boy,” she whispered, “or are you a shadow?”


His chest heaved in reply. The water in his lungs tasted like dirt. He rolled onto his side, coughing, coughing. Water needled his face. Mud squelched, and he glanced up to find the little girl crouched down, pond water lapping at her pink rubber boots. The fringe of one braid tickled his jaw.


“The water’s too cold for swimming,” she said, as if he were flailing in the muck of his own volition. “You need to get up.”


Something cracked in the woods. A car door slamming shut. Startled, a magpie took flight. It careened through the air with a rasping kureeek. A woman’s voice carried through the balsam trees. “Lane? Laney, don’t wander off.”


Then a man: “She’s gone ahead to the water. I don’t think she can hear you.”


The girl reached out and touched a mitten to Colton’s chin. The wool came away red. She held it up between them for inspection. “You’re bleeding.”


Colton was distinctly aware of the wrongness of his circumstance. The sky was the same. The trees were the same. The pond was the same. But the air—the air was several degrees too warm. This was not, he thought wildly, the same day that he’d fallen through the ice.


“Lane!”


The girl’s head whipped around. “Mama,” she called. “Mama, I found a boy in the water!”


The realization that Liam was missing snapped something deep in Colton’s chest. He flopped onto his stomach, army crawling through the muck. Seconds ago, his brother had been there. Skating out onto the ice after him. He was sure of it.


Liam, pulsed his thoughts as he dug through silt and scum. Liam, Liam, Liam.


“Wait!” The girl splashed after him. “What are you doing? You’ll drown.”


She seized his arm, drawing him back. He snatched at her, choking, afraid. He’d meant to shove her off him, but his hand only closed on the purple cuff of her jacket sleeve. A tether. A handhold. He couldn’t bring himself to let go. He could feel something tugging him, like a thread wound around his ribs.


He didn’t want it to take him again.


The water, dark and cold.


The strange pulsing in his skin.


The feeling, odd as it was, that some small piece of him had been scooped clean out of his chest.


The little girl looked down at him, frowning. Her leggings were striped with red, orange, yellow, and green. Drowning had been cold and dark, but every part of her was bright, bright, bright. Her tiny mitten cuffed his wrist. The stitching was lumpy, done by hand.


“Don’t let go,” he pleaded. “Don’t let go of me.”


“Okay,” she said, so unafraid.


He meant to speak again, but when he opened his mouth, there was the dirt in his lungs. There was that buzzing in his empty chest, the tight spool along his bones. His arms ached, as if he’d dragged himself some unfathomable distance. Somewhere nearby, he heard the sound of running feet. He burbled, choking and fading and so, so very afraid, and the world shut up silent as a tomb.


She was standing in front of him.


Lane. His Lane. It was Monday, and there she was. It was 10:40 in the morning, and there she was. It was impossible.


And there she was.


She was four feet away from him, and for the second time that day, the elevator doors were about to slam shut in her face. He leaned over and jabbed a button, halting their advance. She watched him with a razor-sharp acuity. She didn’t move. Her cheeks were pinked, her wide-eyed stare fringed by dark lashes. With slow-budding alarm, he realized he’d spoken her name right out loud.


Lane.


As if he knew her. As if the years hadn’t rendered them strangers.


He was an idiot. This shouldn’t have come as a surprise. He’d known she’d be here today. Lane. His Lane. In his school. In his personal space. In his immediate orbit. He’d been briefed of her imminent arrival well in advance. Warned, really.


“It’s happened. The Meyers-Petrov girl has been accepted to the program. She’s to start in September. You’ll keep away from her, Price, do you understand?”


He jabbed the button again. The doors rattled on their track like ponies at the gate. Because he had to say something, he said, “Are you planning to get into the elevator at some point today?”


He’d meant it to come out cordial. Instead, the strain of his surprise robbed him of tact. His delivery was bladed. She blinked and pushed past him in a huff, the pert tip of her nose rising into the air. With more force than Colton felt the situation merited, she propped herself against the adjacent wall.


It’s for the best, he thought, a little bit miserably.


She’d grown, over the years. It shouldn’t have surprised him, but standing so close like this, it felt like a shock. That was what people did. The earth turned and the years turned and so had she. The sight of her now sat at odds with his memory. For so long she’d existed singularly in his head. Frozen the way he remembered her. A small, cherubic point of light. Her nose pinched red by the cold, her tiny mitten scuffing his wrist.


“Are you a boy, or are you a shadow?”


There was nothing cherubic about her now. Everything on her was bold and dark. Her skirt was gray pleated gingham. The white scalloped collar of her shirt buttoned in the triangle of her throat. Everything else was black, down to the dark matte of her lips. She wore her hair in two high pigtails. Like she was going to a comic book convention and not to class. Like this was Ivy League cosplay and she was Wednesday Addams. The white-blond spill deepened to a pale violet coil at the ends.


The color reminded him of the coat she’d worn.


The one he’d clutched in his fist as he swallowed water.


“Another fantastic insult is ‘bunch-backed toad,’ ” he said, because she’d caught him staring. The elevator lurched into motion. “In lieu of ‘asshole,’ I mean. It’s got a lot going for it. It’s Shakespearean. It’s unique. Classy, but still rude.”


He wasn’t supposed to talk to her.


He knew it, and yet he couldn’t keep the words from carving out of him anyway.


“Personally, I’m partial to ‘lump of foul deformity.’ ”


She pinned him in a withering stare. “I think I’ll stick with ‘asshole.’ ”


Instantly, something in his chest deflated. The elevator was tight and mirrored on all sides, and Lane stared dead ahead, making a terrific show of not paying him any attention. It was a ruse. From where he stood, he could very clearly see her studying the profile of his reflection.


The elevator climbed between floors, pulleys groaning. Colton checked his watch. The time was 10:42. The morning’s seminar was meant to begin at promptly 10:45, which meant he was going to be late. He hated to be late. Exhaling a sigh, he tipped his head back against the glass. As he did, he found an endless, darkening train of Lanes silently scrutinizing him. Color crept into her ivory complexion. Her gaze dropped to her boots. The elevator ground to an infuriating stop, and Colton fought the growing urge to loosen his tie.


In front of them, the doors rumbled open to reveal a familiar face. A lump solidified in Colton’s throat as Eric Hayes pushed over the threshold, ramming his substantial height into the already small space. The look he shot Colton’s way made him feel as if he’d been caught with his hands down his pants, and a hot well of resentment rose in his chest.


“Price,” Hayes said, leaning in for a greeting that was half handshake, half hug. He was broad-shouldered and black-skinned and built like an athlete, the disarming curve of his smile solely for Lane’s benefit. “I like your tie. It’s such a relief to know a summer away hasn’t made you look like less of a douche. Who’s your friend?”


“It’s unclear,” Colton lied, because he wasn’t supposed to know her, and both of them knew it.


“I’m Lane,” she said. She spoke to Hayes, but she looked at him. It felt as though she was daring him to say it again.


“Love the purple.” Hayes grinned over at her. “It’s very edgy.”


“Ignore him,” said Colton, but she didn’t. She smiled up at Hayes with a small, hesitant smile that made Colton’s chest draw tight. He still couldn’t believe she was here. Little rainbow Lane who’d held his hand. Feeling him staring, she let her gaze slip back to his. This time, he didn’t bother looking away.


It felt like an eternity before the elevator finally jolted to a stop. They’d reached their floor, and not a moment too soon. He was positive the oxygen supply was rapidly diminishing. He checked his watch again. It was 10:45. He should have already been inside the lecture hall. He should have never said her name. Everything about this morning was throwing him off.


She was throwing him off.


The seventh floor of Godbole was as flat and as open as the first. The tile was lacquered to a sheen. The white dais at the room’s crux supported a wide urn of some dripping floral arrangement. He gave in and tugged at his tie.


Up ahead, Lane was being borne away on the conversational tide that was Hayes, her black boots stomping in a noisy click-clack-click.


“Wednesday,” he called out, unprompted.


He wouldn’t say her name again. Lane. Lane. Lane. In the hall, Hayes and Lane stared back at him. Light from the theater spilled around them in falls of gold. It dawned on him that he hadn’t thought of anything to say. He’d only wanted to stop her leaving.


“He means you,” Hayes put in. He was still sporting his trademark easy grin, though there was something steeled off in his gaze. A warning. A reminder. There’d been a singular expectation set in place at the start of this year: Don’t make friends with the Meyers-Petrov girl. He knew it. Hayes knew it.


Delaney Meyers-Petrov was off-limits.


Colton’s thoughts spun out, scrambling for something intelligent to say. Falling woefully short, he landed only on, “You’re late.”


Next to Lane, some of the tension went out of Hayes’s shoulders. The sight of his relief rankled Colton beyond measure. He wasn’t a child. He didn’t need a keeper.


Sliding his hands into his pockets, he said, “I’m sure you’ve read the syllabus, but four counts of tardiness equal a failing grade. This is your first. Not a good look. If I were you, I wouldn’t let it happen again.”
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Delaney recognized Colton Price’s name the instant she heard it.


“Price,” Eric said, and the panic ballooned in her, molten hot and instantaneous. She’d spent hours holed up in her room over the summer, tea lights burning, coffee cold, highlighting every last bit of her freshman curriculum. She’d worked color-coded deadlines into her phone, jotted earmarked project proposals into her planner. She’d memorized the names of all of Godbole’s undergrad assistants, determined to find ways to weasel into their good graces.


Thus far, she was fairly certain she hadn’t managed to succeed.


“Yikes,” whispered a student as she passed by the front row of seats. “How’d you manage to get a nickname from Whitehall’s TA so early in the semester?”


“No idea,” she lied, mortification heating her skin. She hadn’t thought anyone else had heard. At the desk, Colton Price busied himself sorting through a stack of papers. Framed by the towering whiteboard, the undergraduate senior seemed even more imposing than he had on the elevator. She didn’t know how she’d missed it. He appeared to be only a year or two older, but the stark professionalism of his attire set him instantly apart from the rest of the students. His sweater looked dry-clean-only, his trousers freshly pressed. His shoes were finely tooled brogues, the same shade of brown as the neat curl of his hair. Only his tie sat askew.


She chose a seat several rows back, climbing the stairs and wedging herself into the rounded shell of a particleboard desk. Immediately in front of her was an explosion of ginger curls. The coils bobbed, ringlets springing every which way, and Delaney was met with bright hazel eyes, a face smattered with an abundance of freckles.


“Hi.” The girl was solidly built and filled her frame well, dressed in a ruffled smock. A silver moon pendant hung around her throat. “For the record, I think you look much more like a Harley Quinn than a Wednesday Addams.”


Delaney’s spirits sank impossibly lower. “You heard that, too?”


“The door was wide open, Wednesday,” she said. “Everyone heard.”


“Great.” Delaney focused on prying a pen loose from her bag. “My name’s actually Lane.”


“Oh, well, you look infinitely like a Lane.” The girl’s smile was feline sharp, her stare astute. “I’m Mackenzie. I really love your hair. You definitely shouldn’t cut it.”


Delaney frowned. “I wasn’t planning on it.”


“If you’re done socializing, we can go ahead and get started.” Colton Price’s chilly tenor drifted over them, and Delaney swore the temperature in the room dropped several degrees. Peering toward the front of the room, she found Colton propped against the edge of Whitehall’s desk, ankles crossed and palms pressed flat against the surface.


Silence fell at once, papers rustling to a standstill. Through an open transom window slipped the timorous trill of birdsong. Delaney felt it run through her, haunting and clear. All around the room, shadows shifted in the places where the light didn’t reach, settling flat and heavy against the paneled carpet.


“It’s entirely normal,” her psychiatrist told her parents once, “for children to personify inanimate objects.”


She was eighteen. Eighteen. The shadows were only shadows. She shut her eyes. Opened them again. Colton Price sat in her immediate line of sight. He cut an impressive figure, the easy sag of his shoulders carrying the suggestion of old money and genetic arrogance.


She’d called him an asshole.


Right to his face.


He was responsible for overseeing her coursework, and she’d insulted him.


“Just like last year,” he said, “my office hours are Tuesday and Thursday nights from six to ten. If it’s not an emergency, I don’t want to see you. If it is an emergency, I still don’t want to see you, so seriously consider whether it merits a visit or an email before you interrupt my evening.”


This was met with scattered laughter. At the front of the room, Colton didn’t look like he was joking. He reached into his pocket and fished out a single nickel, holding it up to the light until it winked silver.


“Have you ever seen a magic trick?” The coin flipped between the knuckles of his left hand—there and gone in a flash of surprising dexterity. “The magician starts the trick by showing his audience something ordinary. Something easy to understand. Maybe it’s a coin. Maybe it’s a box. Maybe it’s a clear stretch of sky.” He held up his hand, now empty. “Next,” he said, “the magician does something extraordinary with that ordinary thing. If it’s a coin, he makes it disappear. If it’s a box, he places his assistant inside it. If it’s the sky, he steps clean through.”


His eyes met Delaney’s and stayed there.


“In the end, the coin reappears from where it was tucked inside his sleeve.” Turning his wrist, he brandished the nickel between two fingers. “The assistant emerges from behind a trick wall in the box. But the sky? The magician doesn’t reappear. There’s no illusion. There’s no sleight of hand. He’s just gone—out of one reality and into the next.”


A shiver thrummed through Delaney, and she swore Price marked it. His gaze darted instantly away. She was grateful when a commotion moved through the room, like wind bowing a field of feathered reeds. At first, it washed over her in a sea of indistinguishable sound. A dissonant rustle. A white-noise whisper. It took her several lagging seconds to realize that the cause of the upheaval was Richard Whitehall, sequestered in the open doorway.


The dean of Godbole was small and bowed, his eyes bottled by thick-rimmed glasses and his hair a neat crown of white. The red bulb of his nose sat nestled into a wiry mustache, which in turn curled around a pensive frown. He looked, Delaney thought, like someone’s drawing of what a professor should be, down to the rectangular pads at his elbows.


“Off my desk, Mr. Price,” he said.


“You got it.” Pushing off the edge, Colton moved aside to make room for Whitehall. It took the old professor several lengthy moments to settle into place. In the interim, the room flooded with the ambient sounds of shifting bodies. Papers shuffled. A shoe scuffed carpet. Someone coughed. Adjusting his spectacles, Richard Whitehall peered up at the roomful of people.


“A full house this year,” he noted. “Mr. Price has been injecting his usual brand of theatrics into the first day, I trust.”


Delaney was warmed at once by the professor’s pleasant disposition. Slowly, the chill in the room began to thaw. A bit of tension bled out of her, and for the first time since stepping inside Godbole’s tower of glass, she relaxed into her seat.


At the front of the room, Whitehall pried his glasses off his face. “Mr. Price likes to talk about magic,” he said, “but I’m afraid the truth is slightly less exciting. What we do in this room isn’t magic. It’s instinct. And it’s in here.” He tapped two fingers against the wall of his chest. “It’s the feel of the worlds between heartbeats. Either you sense it or you don’t. Pass through a door between realities without understanding its precise shape, its bladed edges, and, at best, you may never find your way home again. At worst, you’ll come back in ribbons.”


Silence fell heavily over the room. Outside the window, clouds clotted low across the sun. It brought the roomful of shadows into stark relief, as though the watchful dark might rise up and take on a corporeal shape. As if it might sprout teeth.


Delaney’s heart beat faster.


Huffing a breath on his lenses, Whitehall set to polishing. “Time,” he said, rubbing his glasses with a pocket kerchief, “runs much like a river. Every so often, shifts in the timeline cause that river to undergo a bifurcation. A single stream of events splits into a series of smaller distributaries—fragments into innumerable realities. Something small as a pebble can fracture a river in two. So, too, can the most seemingly insignificant of variables change the entire trajectory of human history—”


His voice was swallowed up beneath the rustle of garments, the fleeting tatters of a whisper. For several seconds, Whitehall’s words became incomprehensible. All along the edges of the room, the shadows yawned, stretching out their limbs as though emboldened by Delaney’s sudden severance from the fold. Reaching for her with dark, chilly fingers. Laughter broke out, and several students in the audience nodded along to an unintelligible joke.


Smiling just a beat too late, Delaney chanced a look at Colton to find him staring. He had, she noted, without quite meaning to, the kind of eyes that should have been warm—the sort of brown that turned to liquid gold in the light. Instead, his stare was hard and cold. The chill of his scrutiny trailed down her spine. She wished he would look anywhere else.


“This,” Whitehall said, his voice sharpening into clarity as the room resettled, “is where each of you comes in. You’ll make careers out of studying those metaphysical pebbles—examining the ripples they make across time and space. At Godbole, you’ll spend the next four years learning to walk between worlds. It’s no small undertaking. I advise you to seek out Mr. Price’s assistance wherever possible, no matter what idle threats he may have doled out about eating up his office hours.”


This was met with polite laughter, quiet and a little more than unsure.


Whitehall replaced his glasses and checked his watch. “I’m told by the board that this is meant to be an hour-long orientation, but I’ve no interest in that. My expectations were emailed out at the date of your acceptance.” He glanced up at them, his smile aloof. “If you haven’t already, be sure to read through the syllabus. We begin tomorrow.”


A tepid stillness followed. No one moved. No one save for the shadows, quivering in their corners.


“He means get out,” Colton said, and the room broke into upheaval.
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When Delaney was still small and prone to daydreams, she’d peered out into the midnight pitch of her backyard and found a boy peering back. His nose and mouth were edged in moonlight, the inverse of his cheeks pooled with shadow.


“Hello,” she’d said, and the fast-fading memory of her voice sounded wrong in the uninhabitable space between her ears. She knew she ought to be afraid—she’d always avoided the dark—but something in the chilly abyss of the boy’s stare kept her rooted to the spot. He’d looked, she thought, as frightened to see her as she’d been to see him. A little regal, a little hungry, with his chin upturned and his features gaunt, his arms too long and thin for the rest of him.


But when the wind moved through the trees, he was gone. Where his mouth had been, there was only the thin rictus of a branch. His unblinking stare was little more than the empty hollows of an elm.


For a while afterward, the dark felt less an enemy and more an ally. A friend to play with, alone in the quiet. She’d been tugged along after the shadows, like a fly lured to the glittering orb of a silk-spun web. Drawn to the topmost step of the cellar, where darkness seeped up the stairs like ink. Drawn to the woods at twilight, where moonlight played between the trees. Drawn to the mirror glass of her window, where night pressed its hungry face against the panes.


“I see you watching me,” she’d whisper, and feel a sickly sort of thrill. “Are you lonely, too?”


These days, she knew better than to follow the dark where it led. She knew it had teeth, and she had the scars to prove it. She was far too careful with herself to believe in things she couldn’t see and touch.


That, more than anything, made Godbole feel dangerous.


Whitehall’s seminar that morning had left her cold. Weak in the knees, the way she felt when she was staring down the shadows. Nothing about the curriculum was tangible. There was the sky, too tenuous to touch. There were other worlds, too distant to see. It felt like the luring dark, starving and staring. Waiting for her to stagger close enough to bite.


She’d known the reputation that Godbole carried. She knew that scholars of Howe University went on to publish their research in privatized annals, knew they specialized in the study of alternate historical outcomes—the sinking of the Santa Maria, a third world war, public health care without the discovery of penicillin.


She knew, and yet she hadn’t truly believed. It felt like something out of a fairy tale—that there were places in the sky where the air grew thin enough to step through. Moreover, it felt more and more like a mistake, that something in her test results suggested she’d be capable of doing it.


Little glass Delaney, who’d never left her shelf.


She didn’t like to take the T, for fear of mishearing the station announcements. She did her best to avoid ordering food at the deli counter, for fear of angering the shop clerks. The girl who couldn’t ride a subway alone or order cold cuts by herself wasn’t the sort of person who stepped through a tear in the sky.


And yet here she was.


She didn’t feel so capable anymore.


Lying in the little bed of her dorm, she stared at the blazing wall of night-lights and wondered if Colton Price still slept with a light on.


Somehow, she doubted it.


Rolling onto her side, she peered across the room to where her roommate sat on the floor, legs crossed and arms slack, palms upturned atop her knees. The ocean blue of Adya Dawoud’s hijab draped around her shoulders in a cerulean cowl, the ends tucked into the cream-colored stitch of her sweater. The warm beige of her oval face was gilded in the array of lights, gold carving out the prominent arch of her brows, the straight line of her nose. Her eyes were open and unblinking, her chestnut stare fixated on a point in the middle distance.


On a yoga mat in front of her sat a sterling silver handheld mirror, the handle adorned in pewter rosettes. A crystal pendulum lay against the looking glass, its planes bending the light, caught up in the silver trill of a necklace chain.


“Are you sure you don’t mind all the lights?” Delaney asked, not for the first time. Her voice startled Adya into blinking, and her roommate’s gaze refocused in a way that made Delaney’s hair stand on end.


“Oh, hello,” she said brightly. “I thought you were asleep.”


“I can’t sleep,” Delaney replied, though the truth of it was that she rarely slept. She couldn’t, with the shadows clustered at her feet, the night nibbling on her toes. “Did I interrupt something?”


“What, this?” Adya gathered up her materials and climbed to her feet. Her socks were mismatched, one pink, one yellow. “Not at all. It was a waste of time anyway.”


Delaney tucked her hands beneath her cheek and watched Adya roll the mat back into a cylindrical bag. “What exactly were you working on?”


“This.” Adya held her necklace up between them and glowered at the spinning pendant. “I’ve spent all afternoon trying to work out how to scry on command. I’ve downloaded apps, I’ve done meditation, I watched yoga tutorials. Did you know there are some classes that do yoga with goats? I can’t imagine it’s easy to access the astral body when there’s something chewing on your sock.”


“Sorry,” Delaney said, ignoring the bit about the goats. “What do you mean by ‘scrying’?”


“You know.” Adya set the necklace down hard enough to plink the pendant against her desk. “Looking beyond the veil? Divination?”


Delaney shook her head.


Frowning, Adya picked up the mirror and angled it until the glow of a nearby night-light swam into its surface. “This is going to sound insane, but there’s been something stuck in my periphery ever since I arrived on campus. It’s like the beginnings of an aural migraine—there’s just this pale, formless mass at the edge of my vision. I can’t see it, not clearly, but I know whatever it is, it wants me to look.”


Delaney sat up in bed. She felt suddenly cold, in spite of the considerable warmth of the cluttered dorm. All around her bed, the shadows chittered like katydids warning off a predator. She ignored them.


“And you think the mirror will help you see it?”


“I don’t know.” Adya dropped down onto her bed. Their bedroom door sat ajar, light from the hall spilling across the floor in a thin bar of yellow, and from the nearby common room there drifted the indecipherable chatter of students. “I need to figure out a way to get out of my head,” she said, “but so far I’ve only been able to do it by accident. Usually, it happens when I’m mid-seizure, but my doctor has strongly advised against discontinuing my lamotrigine.”


Delaney thought of staring into the dark and seeing a boy’s face staring back. Of the scars that still constellated her kneecaps, white starbursts of skin that never properly healed. Softly, she said, “Maybe you shouldn’t look. Maybe it’s better not to know.”


“Maybe.” Adya turned the silver stem of the mirror over and over in her hand. “I spoke to Dr. Whitehall about it after class today. I have a supervision with him tomorrow. I’m hoping he’ll give me some advice.”


“I wouldn’t count on it,” came a voice from the open door.


Delaney glanced up to find the redhead from class wedged into the opening, the fiery halo of her curls coppery beneath the hallway lights. Adya scowled and tucked her legs up under her.


“How long have you been standing out there?”


“Long enough.” Mackenzie elbowed her way into the night-lit haze of the room without waiting for an invitation, edging past a leaning tower of storage containers and dropping into the chair at Delaney’s desk. “You know the adage ‘Those who can’t do, teach’? Rumor has it that’s true for Whitehall. He’s never walked through the sky a day in his life. His boy wonder does all the heavy lifting for him.”


Delaney pulled a face. “Boy wonder?”


“Colton Price,” Mackenzie said, as though it should have been obvious. “I’ve heard Whitehall treats him like a god, which explains why he has an ego the size of a planet. Some sophomore down the row told me Price can pry the sky open with his bare hands, whether he’s close to a ley line or not.”


Delaney waited for Adya to chime in with the most obvious next question. When her roommate stayed quiet, she asked, “Does everyone in this room know what a ley line is except for me?”


“Yes,” Adya said, still squinting into the looking glass.


“You don’t?” Mackenzie’s eyes boggled.


“No,” Delaney said, affronted by her astonishment. “My mom was a pretty unconventional teacher, but even her weirdest lesson plans never covered the occult.”


“Ah.” Mackenzie kicked her slippered feet onto Delaney’s desk. “Scholarship kid?”


“Yeah.” The admission made Delaney feel curiously small. Sinking deeper into her bed, she drew the sleeves of her sweater over her fingertips. “I’m starting to regret agreeing to go wherever they sent me. Today has made me realize just how out of the loop I am.”


“You’ll catch up.” Adya set the mirror onto her bed. “Think of the ley lines this way—have you ever seen a longitudinal map of the earth?”


“Sure,” Delaney said.


“It’s like that. Only, where the latitude and longitudinal lines are used as travel markers, the ley lines are supernatural rivers of energy. The air only grows thin enough to cross through in places where the concentration of energy is the strongest.”


“Unless you’re Colton Price,” Mackenzie said, inspecting the beds of her nails.


“Allegedly,” Adya amended. “It’s just a campus rumor. I doubt anyone’s actually seen him do it. I’m Adya, by the way.”


“Mackenzie. I’m just across the hall.”


“I think I met your roommate earlier,” Adya said. “She was doing pointe in the lobby.”


“The one in the animal onesie? Yeah, that’s Haley. She and I got paired together in the roommate lottery. She’s a sophomore but couldn’t find a single other person to live with. I can’t imagine why.” Mackenzie bent down and poked at the nearest night-light—a pale cluster of LED mushrooms. “What are the two of you doing in here with all the lights off, anyway? It’s barely ten o’clock.”


“I have a headache,” Adya said, which was almost true.


Delaney, for her part, said nothing. She didn’t want to tell them that she’d been desperate for company. She didn’t want to admit that she’d crept out to the student social earlier in the night only to find the common room inundated with sounds. The room’s muffled acoustics turned the conversations to echoes that ballooned, effervescent, against the ribbed ceilings. It left her head buzzing, her responses trundling along just a beat too late. Flustered, she’d fled as soon as she was able.


Not that it mattered. The longer she spent in the company of her new classmates, the more she felt as though she was the only one who’d gone her whole life without any true awareness of the preternatural. She didn’t understand things like scrying and ley lines. She couldn’t see beyond the veil. She couldn’t tear apart the sky. She couldn’t even sleep with the lights off.


Chances were, when it came time to step through the sky, she wouldn’t be able to do that, either. Across the room, Adya had fallen back to staring into the mirror, her mouth puckered in a frown. Mackenzie scrutinized Delaney, her elbow propped on a pile of books, the painted stiletto of her nails trilling along her cheek.


“You’ll make it through,” she said when the silence began to grow uncomfortable.


Delaney stilled. “Excuse me?”


“That’s what you were thinking about, right? Whether or not you’ll be able to cross between worlds?”


“Yes,” Delaney admitted. “But—”


“You’ll make it,” Mackenzie said again. “I grew up in Salem. My mom and aunt are members of a local coven there. They do readings out of the back room in the family shop, which they bought purely because of its proximity to a ley line. I did my first reading for a customer when I was six. The second Godbole opened its doors, I knew I was going to enroll.”


Delaney frowned. “Is this supposed to be a pep talk?”


“No.” Mackenzie rolled her eyes. “My point is, I applied for early admission. I interviewed. I wrote a killer essay. But there’s no guarantee I have what it takes to step between worlds. Plenty of hopefuls drop out after the first semester. But you? You could have ended up literally anywhere, and the scholarship committee placed you at Howe. That means something inside of you says you belong here. Maybe more so than the rest of us.”


The sound of shattered glass drew both of their eyes. Adya stood in the center of the room, the carpet around her feet fragmented in reflective shards. The mirror lay facedown, silver rosettes alloyed in the light.


“Sorry,” Adya said, blinking too fast. “It’s just that there was something in the mirror.”


“Something,” Delaney echoed.


“A face.”


“Yeah,” Mackenzie said, unimpressed. “Yours. You’ve been staring in that thing since I got in here.”


“Not mine.” Adya toed the mirror farther from her. “It was a boy.”


The way she said it, her voice tight, made Delaney’s blood run cold. She thought again of the twilit wood, the boy’s face in the dark. The way he’d broken apart beneath the wind, there and then gone in the blink of an eye. She dragged her palms against her arm in an effort to rub heat back into her skin.


“The thing is,” Adya said, still eyeballing the hand mirror as though she expected it to sprout fangs and lunge, “I think he was dying.”
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Colton Price had a carefully curated routine. It looked like this: It was 6:33. It was morning. It was Wednesday. He stood in the basement of his empty family town house, weight bar in hand, and finished his last set. In the flat silver of the wall mirror, his features were stark and pale. He blinked away swimmers and set the weights neatly on the dumbbell rack, rolling out a kink in his shoulder.


He woke each dawn at 5:30, without need for an alarm, though he set one anyway just to be sure. On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, he lifted. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, he jogged. Down along the Charles. Beneath the sagging boughs of honey locusts fat with fruit. Following his workout, he prepared a shake. After, he showered beneath the rainwater showerhead in the third-story bathroom, water beating down his back, the radio blaring classical music from its place on the marble vanity.


Classical, not rock or country or top forty, because he’d been raised on Handel and Tchaikovsky and because sometimes, when he was very tightly wound, the instrumentals were the only things that eased the tension in his chest. When that was done, he dressed, made his bed—tucking his corners in with the militaristic precision his nanny had demanded of him when he was still small and belligerent—and went downstairs to make eggs. Over easy, paired with whole-grain toast and a glass of orange juice.


He had his routine down to a science, and he did the same thing every morning.


Which was why he knew this particular morning was different.


He didn’t know how he knew, only that he understood, with an uneasy sort of clarity, that something was about to happen. He could sense time slipping out from under him, wobbling slightly, as if it, too, wasn’t sure what to make of the change. The thermostat shut off and the basement went cold, chilling the sweat against his skin. He didn’t glance at his watch. He knew it was 6:37.


He’d always had an uncanny sense of time. When Colton moved between worlds, it felt like he was taking on water. His lungs went full and hard, his body cold. Pins and needles shot through his legs, rendering him useless until he’d pushed to the other side. Counting the seconds. Dreading each infinitesimal tick. Hyperaware of how long he’d gone without breathing.


It was an unfortunate by-product of drowning.


He sank into his hoodie and slapped his hands together once, twice, three times for warmth. His blood was ice in his veins. A lactic acid sting needled his calves. It was 6:38.


Upstairs, the doorbell rang.


Too early for visitors. Something in him threaded tight. Turning out the light, he took the stairs two at a time, rounding into the foyer and prying open the door to admit an unwelcome sight.


Mark Meeker stood on the threshold, sweaty beneath his canvas jacket. Meeker was small and wiry, prone to nervous tics and excessive hand-wringing. The Godbole dropout reminded Colton of a rat, all twitches and whiskers. Generally harmless, but the kind of creature that would happily gorge itself on your remains the instant an opportunity presented itself. Scraping his feet on the welcome mat, Meeker stepped inside without waiting for an invitation.


“Sure,” Colton said flatly, hands in his pockets, “come on in.”


Meeker sniffled in response. “Sky smells funny today.” He tugged at the brim of his newsboy cap. “Like change. D’you smell it?”


“No,” said Colton, though he felt it.


Running a finger under his nose, Meeker said, “Apostle’s got a bone to pick with you.”


Colton braced a shoulder against the wall. “I don’t care.”


Meeker blustered, hands spread wide in an are-you-kidding-me-with-this-shit pose. This was a routine they did. Meeker stammering. Colton dutifully playing the part of a rock, recalcitrant and cold.


“You should care,” Meeker said. “Since he’s got your balls in a vise.”


Again, Colton felt that pull at his core, the feel of the earth slipping out from under him. If Lane were here, he’d ask what she heard, whispering in the corners. As it was, the shadows in the room fell in particularly menacing patterns, made stark by the rising sun, and Lane was somewhere on campus, possibly shoving pins into a poppet with his name on it.


The thought made him frown, and his frown made Meeker wring his hands harder.


The watch at Colton’s wrist beeped—a needless reminder; he knew it was 6:45—and he said, “It’s time for my shake.”


Meeker goggled at him. “What? Right now?”


“Come on.” Colton headed down the hall, socks scuffling marble. “Or don’t. I don’t care either way.”


The kitchen was wide and vaulted, tiled all in black and white. He pulled a sweating carton of milk from the fridge and measured out three cups into the blender. Next came the rest, deposited in careful order: a half scoop of protein powder; frozen strawberries with the tops scooped off; a banana cut into thin, round coins; a spoonful of kale. Meeker procured a rolled manila file from the inside of his coat and flattened it on the counter. Colton eyeballed it sideways.


“What’s this?”


“It’s—” Meeker was drowned out by the sound of the blender whirring to life. The two of them sized each other up across the kitchen as the liquidizer pummeled frozen fruit into fluid. Colton pulled his finger off the button. The sound winnowed out.


“Sorry,” Colton said, not sounding sorry at all.


“It’s Peretti’s autopsy report,” Meeker finished, indignant. “Little homework for you.”


Colton’s phone beeped, signaling the arrival of a text. “Not interested,” he said, ignoring the file in favor of glancing down at his cell.


“Not optional,” Meeker fired back.


“Everything is optional.” The text was from Hayes. Colton slid his phone back into the pocket of his gym shorts. “As it turns out, I don’t feel like doing the Apostle’s busy work today.”


“No one asked about your feelings, Price.” Meeker’s smile was as twitchy as the rest of him. “You’ll do what’s expected of you.”


Colton leaned against the counter and took a sip of his shake. He hadn’t left the blender on long enough, and the consistency was too thick. “I’m not an errand boy.”


“No,” Meeker agreed. “You’re not a boy at all, you little shit. Take the day. Look everything over. See if you can’t piece together why these idiots kept turning up dead. The Apostle expects a call from you tonight.”


When he was gone, Colton finished his shake. He went upstairs to take his shower. Paganini’s 24 Caprices blared over the speakers, violin solo shivering through the soles of his feet. He didn’t let himself think about the folder. He thought, instead, of the sounds the shadows made, far outside his capacity to hear them.
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