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ONE


It hadn’t hurt, the day he had cut out his own heart.


Andrew had written about it later in spidery lines from a sharp pen—a story about a boy who took a knife to his chest and carved himself open, showing ribs like mossy tree roots, his heart a bruised and wretched thing beneath. No one would want a heart like his. But he’d still cut it out and given it away.


Being left aching and hollow was a familiar feeling. A comfortable pain.


Andrew had always been an empty boy.


It was easier to tell a story than say how he felt, so he’d ripped the page from his notebook and slipped it into Thomas’s back pocket the day school let out for the summer. Then Andrew had dissolved into his father’s car and Thomas had been swallowed by the bus, and that had been it. They would be severed until Wickwood Academy opened again.


It didn’t matter if Thomas read the truth in the story or not, how he alone owned Andrew’s heart. The thrill of the confession had been terrible and beautiful—and retractable. Just in case.


There were words for people like Andrew Perrault. Desperate, maybe. Awkward fit, too. Coward stung, but it wasn’t a lie.


Andrew was probably the only person who didn’t crave summer or holidays, but he felt better at school, solid and more real. He’d boarded at Wickwood since he was twelve, and the ivy-smothered walls, the old stone manors, even the rose gardens and forests cloaking the campus, all felt like home. He left everything here—his books, his memories, his school things. He left Thomas Rye here, too.


Andrew was hungry for it. Take him away and he starved.


But summer had ended, and that feeling of wholeness hadn’t yet filled his chest as his father drove him back to Wickwood. All he could think about was how this was their final year. Dread already threatened to suffocate him.


Andrew pressed his cheek to the cool window glass as the BMW snaked along winding roads. The forest grew so thick on each side it felt like gliding through a tunnel of dark and wolfish green. It should take an hour to get there from the city, but his father had been driving at a glacial pace. Usually he moved with confident speed, taking calls and dictating emails to his phone, his grip easy on the wheel as his gold watch clinked against matching cuff links.


Today Andrew’s father sat rigid, a muscle in his jaw flexing. He kept glancing at Andrew through the rearview mirror, and Andrew kept pretending not to notice. He stuffed in one earbud against the silence. His notebook lay open on his lap, two lines of a new story begun.


This was what Andrew did—told stories. Ones with dark, bitter corners and magic curled into thorns. Ones about monsters with elegant, razor-like teeth. He wrote fairy tales, but cruel.


Thomas loved them.


Once upon a time there lived a prince who wore a crown of rowan to protect him from woe, but a sweet willow maiden asked him to take it off in return for a kiss. After the kiss, she cut out his eyes.


They’re the best, Thomas said. They make me want to draw. Do they mean anything?


Andrew had given a small shrug, but a fever lit beneath his skin at the praise. They’re just meant to hurt.


Like a paper cut—a tiny sting that meant nothing more than I’m alive I’m alive I’m alive.


Thomas was the only one who understood the stories. Andrew’s father didn’t. Even Dove didn’t, which felt like a betrayal since they were twins.


She sat in the front passenger seat of the BMW, her arms folded and her posture stiff. She was locked in a frosty war of silence with their father. Over what, Andrew had no idea, but they wouldn’t even acknowledge each other.


They looked like twins, Andrew and Dove. Pale skin, honey-gold hair, brown eyes, and not much height difference between them. But Dove was a statue of glittering ice, beautiful and dangerous and impossible to reshape, while Andrew was more like a collection of skeleton leaves, fragile and crumbling. Dove was the one everyone saw, and Andrew was the one they forgot.


She wore the Wickwood uniform of white collared shirt and tie, deep green blazer and plaid skirt, not a single button or wisp of hair out of place. Dove had the graceful poise of someone expecting to stand before an auditorium and give a valedictorian speech while cameras flashed, immortalizing her as an example of perfection. She’d be fine this senior year; she’d own it. Andrew suspected this year would beat him up in a back alley and leave him for dead.


Already his stomach felt knotted, but he told himself he’d calm down when they arrived. Thomas would be waiting with his freckled cheekbones and troublesome scowl, forever angry at everyone except the Perrault twins.


He was theirs, and they his. The three of them had been this way since they met.


The car’s tires rolled from smooth road to crunching gravel, and Andrew pressed even closer to the window. His heartbeat sped up. Here was Wickwood, grown from the forests and thorns of middle-of-nowhere Virginia. Cars and buses filled the circular driveway, and students flooded the marble front stairs alongside baggage and fretting parents.


As their car crawled forward, looking for a place to park, Andrew searched for Thomas. Nothing.


He glanced at his phone. His heart still gave a small jolt at the sight of the scars crisscrossing his skin, thin as cobwebs, from fingers to wrist. It didn’t hurt anymore. He barely remembered how they had happened.


He checked for texts, knowing there’d be none since Thomas had broken his phone a week into summer vacation.


Andrew pulled up their last exchange and chewed his lip.


phones pretty muvh smaashes exicse typos ill see you when schools back


Andrew had taken an excruciatingly long time to think up a reply that didn’t sound panicked. An entire summer. No talking. Thomas could email, except he never did.


Andrew had texted: How did you break it this time??


well dad did. hit my heead wth it then thrw it at wall. Its abot to die cabt charge. don’t freak out.


How the hell was Andrew meant to not freak out? It wasn’t the first time Thomas had offhandedly mentioned something like this happening—though it seemed the violence was shocking to Andrew alone—but he couldn’t stop thinking of how much it would have hurt. Or if Thomas’s father had concussed him with a blow like that. Or about the long weeks where worse things could happen to a boy with a sour mouth who never knew when to stop.


Thomas had that in common with Dove—you’d have better luck softening stone.


Andrew’s father pulled up behind an unloading bus and left the engine running. The chaos of hundreds of voices thrummed against the window. Andrew hesitated, fingers on the door handle. As intense as it was out there, it would be better than the strangling tension in here.


“Andrew.” His father studied his hands as if they’d been welded to the steering wheel. “There are other schools.”


Andrew shoved open his door.


“Andrew.”


The sigh was frustrated, but also tired, and it made Andrew slump back into his seat and let the car door thump shut. They’d had fractured variations of this conversation before and he hated it. Last year had been … It didn’t matter. It was over.


Andrew wasn’t changing schools. His life was here.


He looked out the window again for Thomas.


“Fine, then listen.” The muscle in his father’s jaw flexed again. “If it’s too much, call me and I’ll come. We can transfer you somewhere else, anywhere you want. And talk to the school counselor if you … Just talk to her.”


Andrew checked to see if Dove was steaming that their father was leaving her out of the conversation, but she must have slipped out while he’d been distracted. Great. No reconciliations were happening today.


“Are you coming in?” Andrew said.


His father’s voice was tight. “I have a flight to catch.”


Andrew didn’t ask where to, and his father didn’t say. He was an international land investor and developer, owner of hotel chains and restaurants, with enough charm to convince anyone to do anything. Sell, buy, invest. It was the Australian accent, Dove had said, and added, Look, Andrew, we’re still novelties in America. Lean into your accent and you’ll have any girl by the end of high school.


Andrew decided to speak as little as possible for the rest of forever.


Invisible was best. It was easier to speak less and hide his softest parts so he could fit between the shadows of the rich private school kids with their bored expressions and catlike claws. They took down prey for fun and only left it alone once it knew to stay on its belly. He understood the rules.


“Just don’t go into the forest,” his father said. “Andrew? Promise me that at least.”


“Okay,” Andrew said, but he couldn’t mean it since the forest was Thomas’s favorite place.


This time when Andrew got out of the car, his father didn’t stop him.


Andrew set his suitcase on the footpath and propped his satchel against it. Dove hadn’t waited. That hurt. He jammed his notebook into his suitcase and fought the zipper as his father’s car pulled away.


Then it was just Andrew alone, with sweaty hands and a firm pulse of anxiety in his stomach. By this point, Thomas should have seen him and descended. The three of them would usually crowd together on the steps, an instant hurricane as they caught up. Thomas would sling his arm around Andrew’s neck while he teased Dove for already starting to outline their plans for extracurriculars this year.


Friends, best together. They were everything they needed from each other, and it was enough. It had been that way since they enrolled at Wickwood.


Andrew repeated that a few times so it felt solid.


But what if Thomas wasn’t here? What if his grades hadn’t secured his place or if his parents had pulled him from Wickwood or murdered him—


A scuffle from the stairs made Andrew turn. Everything was stone out here, boxed in by manicured lawns and late summer roses, and it carried the air of comfortable tradition. Except instead of gentleman scholars, Wickwood had its fair share of spiteful vultures ready to pick the bones of the weak. A pack of seniors messed around on the stairs, their backslaps and howls of greeting drowning everyone else out. But it was the smack of a hand against a book, the ensuing explosion of pages, and a vicious yell that caught Andrew’s attention.


Thomas stood with fists bunched, one hand gripping the railing like he meant to pound up the stairs. His sketchbook looked like a bird shot from the sky, pages flittering around his feet.


The vultures would claim it had been an accident. They’d be believed because they were Wickwood’s finest. Well-bred and rich, white teeth and perfect hair, their family names moneyed and sleek and attached to politicians and lawyers and CEOs.


Whereas Thomas fit none of those criteria, and he didn’t have the sense not to hit someone and be expelled before first period.


Andrew cupped his hands around his mouth. “THOMAS.”


Dozens of heads turned.


Only one mattered.


Thomas’s whole body tilted toward the sound, as if even amid the crush, his name from Andrew’s lips would always be heard. He shot one last furious look at the vultures and then burrowed through the masses to arrive breathless at Andrew’s side.


A second stretched between them, long enough for Andrew’s anxiety to beat like moths behind his ribs. Everything had gone wrong already with Dove vanished and Thomas late. After all, friendship lasted forever until it didn’t. Months apart could change someone. Stretch bonds. Break them—


“Are you okay?” Thomas said.


Andrew hesitated before nodding, because this wasn’t their normal greeting. But then Thomas launched into him, and the way he crushed his arms around Andrew’s shoulders said everything.


It only lasted a second. Then Thomas pushed away and thumped Andrew’s shoulder, his smile a blazing star. “There’s nothing of you. Didn’t you eat this summer?”


“Isn’t that what grandmas say?” Andrew let a wry smile play on his lips, and it didn’t fade when Thomas shoved him.


“It’s what people who are hungry and projecting say. I’m starving.” He snatched for Andrew’s satchel and hooked it over his shoulder. “Can’t believe they don’t feed us breakfast first day back. Come on, we’ll dump your stuff before assembly starts. How was summer? Hell?”


“Always. How was …” Andrew hesitated, doing a precautionary sweep over Thomas. To be sure he was whole.


To be sure he was real.


Everything looked the same—auburn hair and sharp jaw and face like someone had upturned a whole jar of freckles on him. He was at least a head shorter than most boys his age, and he wore his uniform like he’d been in a fight—white shirt scrubby and untucked, tie a mangled noose at his throat. No blazer. No vest. Ink-stained fingers and paint smudged under his jawline—


No, not paint, a scab. Andrew resisted the urge to reach out and rest his thumb over the shape of it.


“I, for one,” Thomas said, “want to punch Bryce Kane and his crew, but that’s not new.”


“Was that sketchbook—”


“Not much in it. Forget about it.” Thomas scooped a page off the ground and stuffed it into his pocket. “Do you need anything? Do you need me to … I don’t know. I just—” He scrubbed at his hair and tilted his head toward Andrew.


He shouldn’t be fussing like this. He hadn’t even asked why Dove was in a mood or why they’d arrived late. He hadn’t even launched into a proper rant about Bryce Kane and his vultures, Thomas’s personal nemeses, who he antagonized as much as he got picked on. Instead he seemed jittery, as if he’d had too many coffees and couldn’t quite keep eye contact.


“I’m okay,” Andrew said, but he didn’t add Why wouldn’t I be?


“After everything last year …” Thomas winced, then shook himself a little.


“What about you?” Andrew said. “You survived? But your phone … Did your parents, um …”


Thomas stiffened, his whole body tucking into itself. He messed with one of his sleeves before jamming his hands into his pockets. “I don’t want to talk about them,” he muttered, and forcibly took off into the crowd.


He was always cagey about his parents, but this was something else.


Andrew hefted his suitcase and followed. He had to trust they’d settle back into their normal rhythms, but it worried him in a real and deep way how Thomas wore armor when talking about his family. No one looked at the students of Wickwood, with its extravagant tuition fees and high test score demands, and questioned what kind of people their parents were.


He caught up to Thomas and they took the stairs in sync. Two steps at a time. Knuckles brushing as they reached the top.


Andrew looked down on reflex, not sure if the touch had been an accident. That was when he saw Thomas’s sleeve—the one he’d tried to hide before.


It could be paint. Thomas was nothing if not a chronic mess of untucked corners and spills and mussed hair and artwork staining his cuffs.


But this stain was the red of spilled wine. Splotchy, as if it had been scrubbed with a paper towel.


Thomas turned, and the stain was hidden. He started talking about the dorm renovations, but his tone felt too light, too forced, and Andrew didn’t miss the way his fingers trembled as he fiddled with his sleeve again.


The first question on Andrew’s mind was Whose blood was that?


The second was, how was Andrew meant to pack down the heat pulsing behind his eyes, spreading through his jaw, burning him all the way down? If someone had hurt Thomas—


Breathe. Let nothing show on your face.


He fell into step behind Thomas, but in his head roared a white static.


Because here was the truth about his friendship with Thomas Rye:


Once upon a time, Andrew had cut out his heart and given it to this boy, and he was very sure Thomas had no idea that Andrew would do anything for him. Protect him. Lie for him.


Kill for him.









TWO


Andrew should be forgotten. That was what happened to the quiet ones, the wallflowers. When people like him made a friend like Thomas, there should be nowhere to stand in the wake of glory and chaos that Thomas left behind.


But Thomas always looked over his shoulder before turning a corner, always reached back to tug Andrew after him. It seemed as natural to him as breathing, that need to check that Andrew hadn’t been left behind. He dreaded the day Thomas would drop the habit, but he still hadn’t. Even after they detoured past the dorms to dump luggage and joined the stream of students pouring into the halls of Wickwood Academy, Thomas still reached back to stop them from being separated in the crush.


Andrew was drunk with relief. Let this be one thing that never changed.


Dove was already changing everything else. She should be here with them, bickering with Thomas about something inane until he shot back a quip that startled her into a laugh.


Instead, Dove’s icy war must be extending to Thomas, too. Andrew knew they’d had some massive blowup before school let out for the summer—he’d decided to stay out of it this time—but they usually smoothed things over by pretending it never happened. Andrew couldn’t live like that; if one thing went wrong, it festered in his chest until he couldn’t bear it, and then someone would have to fix it for him before he spiraled.


Dove could be just catching up with friends. She had a dramatic academic rivalry with her roommate, Lana Lang. The kind where they battled for top of the class all day, but then as soon as 4:00 p.m. hit, they were sharing Sour Skittles and snorting over inside jokes. Dove-plus-Lana did not drift into Dove-plus-Thomas-plus-Andrew, though. They orbited separate suns. Possibly because Thomas had no time, interest, or tolerance for most people, and he let them know it, too.


Other people existed only in Thomas’s periphery, but the Perrault twins eclipsed his entire galaxy.


There was something intoxicating about meaning that much to one person.


Addictive.


But Andrew would never admit it out loud.


“I have to tell you something,” Thomas said, his words half-lost in the rising chatter of other students. “Tonight when we sneak out to stargaze—Oh. Should we still do that?” He shot Andrew a worried look. “We shouldn’t, right?”


Why, because they were seniors now? Thomas had a chronic need to fight every rule ever, so worrying wasn’t like him.


“I still want to,” Andrew said.


Lines smoothed on Thomas’s forehead. “I’ll tell you everything tonight, but you have to swear to believe me.”


“Well, that’s cryptic—” Andrew started, but Thomas’s fingers dug into his sleeve hard enough for him to forget what he was saying.


Thomas stared over Andrew’s shoulder, his eyes gone waxy with fear. Nothing ever scared him. Confused, Andrew twisted to look, but all he saw were Wickwood uniforms and bright faces.


Then a knot of students cleared and Andrew understood.


Principal Adelaide Grant stood in the foyer with arms folded and a stony expression. She looked as if she had been pulled from a black-and-white photograph—crisp pantsuit, white skin against whiter hair, piercing eyes that noticed everything. Thomas collected reprimands and suspensions from her like confetti.


It meant they knew each other well, Thomas and the principal. Their eyes locked across the room and a frown darkened her face.


“Isn’t it too early for you to be in trouble?” Andrew said, but then he noticed who the principal had been talking to.


Two cops stood at her side, stances casual as they glanced around. Wickwood did take a moment to absorb: the heavy Victorian drapes and dark carpets, the chandeliers and oil paintings and gilded cornices, the smell of mothballs and old books, of ambition and timeless traditions. One of the cops wore a cream trench coat and had just finished flashing a detective badge. She followed the principal’s gaze.


Thomas turned and yanked Andrew after him, carving them a path into the auditorium with his jabbing elbows and ferocious scowl.


“What did you do?” Andrew hissed.


“Nothing. I just got here, same as you.”


They needed to find three seats; Dove would catch up to them before the announcements started for sure. But Andrew didn’t have time to voice this before Thomas crammed him into one of the back rows. All of the performances and award nights happened in here, and it had the air of an old theatre with the red velvet chairs and moody lighting.


“Are we hiding?” Andrew whispered.


Thomas glared at the row of shiny ponytails in front of them—juniors, all talking with their phones out.


“I’m telling you, she hates me specifically.” Thomas fidgeted, trying to get comfortable. “Those cops are probably here to lecture us about drugs or something.”


“You’d know,” Andrew muttered.


“That was one time. I have got to corrupt you all the way this year so you can stop being so innocent.”


“I break rules sometimes.”


“Only if I drag you into it.” Thomas knocked his knee against Andrew’s. “You won’t even steal a pencil. You know what we need? You, me, stargazing, and vodka. I’m deeply interested in what you’d say with no filter.”


Andrew was deeply interested in that never happening. He couldn’t risk allowing his mouth to say the things he only dared scream in his head.


He knew he was blushing because Thomas grinned deviously.


One of the junior girls shot a scathing glance over her shoulder. “Excuse me, are you talking about illicit activities?” Her whisper was loud enough for all her friends to hear.


“Yes, we’re going to steal all the pencils in the school,” Thomas said.


“I can report you,” she hissed. “They’re cracking down this year, and whoever has been selling Adderall is so getting caught. Same goes for anyone sneaking off campus into the forest, too. You of all people should respect that.”


Several more of the ponytail girls turned with lips pursed. A few looked pityingly at Andrew.


“Oh my God, are they the ones from that thing that happened last year?” one whispered to her friend. “I’m surprised they came back.”


Thomas started to raise a finger, but Andrew grabbed his hand and slammed it down.


He maintained a neutral expression until the girls turned away, but his heart raced. He didn’t know what that was about. Maybe because of what he’d done to his hand? But it shouldn’t be something the whole school would gossip over. He wasn’t interesting enough to care about like that.


A few rows ahead, Andrew caught sight of the back of Dove’s blazer where she sat with her AP class friends. She laughed at something a friend said before casting a quick glance over her shoulder. She must’ve locked eyes with Thomas, because she frowned and his scowl deepened in response. They looked away at the same time.


A microphone crackled as a professor approached the podium and began the morning announcements. Time for an enthusiastic lecture about giving Wickwood your all, followed by a reminder of all the golden students who’d graduated on to Ivy League colleges. Everyone here was handpicked for excellence. Time to achieve! To thrive!


Except the reality was most of these kids were here thanks to their parents’ bank accounts. Dove had aced the entrance exams on her own genius, but Andrew clung on by luck—and their father paying the steep tuition, with a little extra for donations when pressed.


Thomas stood squarely in the middle. His parents were artists and wore wealth like disposable plastic, selling a piece worth hundreds of thousands one day and impulsively burning through the money the next. It meant Thomas went to an incredibly expensive school and yet wore his uniforms to threadbare rags before getting new ones. His grades slumped worse than Andrew’s, but at least he had his art.


Thomas was viciously talented. Andrew wrote cruelly beautiful fairy tales, and Thomas could illustrate them with a few slashes from a pen with such macabre beauty even his teachers overlooked his endless attitude problems.


Andrew tried to listen to the professor drone on, but all he could think about were those cops. It couldn’t be about Thomas. It just—no, it couldn’t.


Except one look at Thomas and anyone could see his mouth was crammed full of thorns and lies. If Dove had sat with them, she’d have surgically removed all of Thomas’s bullshit and figured out the truth by now.


Andrew kept his voice low. “You and Dove fought before summer break, right? You never made up?”


Thomas bit his thumbnail. “No.”


That explained it. One of them had to give first, and this time it seemed like their individual stubbornness was winning.


The principal took over the microphone next for a motivational speech about exams and excellence—and subtle threats about zero tolerance for substance abuse or prank wars. No police lurked by. Maybe they’d left.


Andrew realized he was still pinning Thomas’s hand to the seat, his fingers with their web of delicate scars resting over Thomas’s charcoal-smudged knuckles.


He snatched his hand away.


Thomas didn’t look at him, just folded his arms and slouched deeper.


Andrew had to get Thomas and Dove to make up … but later. He was too tired right now. Summer at his father’s Australian house had left him thinned, and the flight back to America was always brutal, jet lag leaving his eyes bruised. He fantasized about dissolving into his blankets back in the dorm while Thomas went off on a rant about how math was offensive, or how he belonged to the forest like some sort of fae child who planned to run away to the trees and never look back.


By the time assembly let out and the halls flooded with students headed for class, Thomas looked gray from choking back his own secrets. It didn’t help that the principal made a beeline for them.


“Pretty sure she’ll walk past,” Thomas said.


She did not.


“Hello, gentlemen,” Principal Grant said. “I hope you’re both well. Mr. Perrault, you had a safe flight? And Mr. Rye, I see you’ve neglected your blazer. Good thing you have time to rectify that before class. But first, I must borrow you for a moment.”


The cops hadn’t left, Andrew now saw. They stood at the stairwell leading up to the faculty offices. Students flowed around them, whispering behind cupped hands.


“I didn’t do anything,” Thomas said, too high-pitched.


Concern softened the principal’s face, and that was more terrifying than a reprimand. “Unfortunately, this is about your parents. Those officers need to ask a few questions.”


Andrew glanced at Thomas, but the other boy’s face had gone blank. Did he seem smaller than usual? Messier? His auburn hair stuck out in unkempt tufts.


Then there was that blood on his sleeve.


Principal Grant turned for the stairs, but Thomas stood frozen.


Andrew unbuttoned his blazer. “Take this.” Cover the stain, he didn’t add.


Thomas tugged it on, the sleeves a little long on him. “Come with me?”


The principal had made it to the stairs and cast him a stern look. “You may catch up to your friends in class, Mr. Rye. Come.”


Thomas trudged up the stairs, the cops at his heels. A gallows march.


Andrew’s chest tightened, and he felt light-headed all of a sudden. Returning to Wickwood and Thomas was meant to make everything better. Nothing should be unraveling this fast.


Andrew couldn’t follow, but—


Damn it. He had to.


He waited a few moments, chewing the inside of his cheek, and then ducked up the stairs. The faculty floor was forbidden without a permission slip, but Thomas had whispered Come with me, so nothing else mattered.


Andrew slipped soundlessly down halls of antique burgundy carpets and dark mahogany doors set against chestnut wallpaper. Priceless art covered the walls in gilded frames. It was hard not to feel smothered by the decadence of this place.


He put his ear to the principal’s closed door and tried not to breathe.


Muffled voices. The thump of feet on carpet. Andrew knew two leather armchairs sat before the principal’s intimidating desk, and behind it were ceiling-high bookshelves stacked with classics and antiques. It didn’t sound like anyone had bothered to sit.


“… explain the situation to you, son.”


“My name is Detective Stephanie Bell. Why don’t you take a seat?”


“I’m fine.” That was Thomas, his fury tightly laced.


“First off, can you tell us when you arrived at school?” Bell’s voice sounded chill and efficient, a frost that would unapologetically burn anything new and green.


No one asked Where were you– type questions for good reasons.


Andrew’s skin felt too tight.


“This morning,” Thomas said, guarded.


“You live in the city? An hour’s drive, isn’t it?”


“I took an early bus.”


“Do you still have your ticket? Is it time-stamped?”


“Officers.” The principal had an odd edge to her voice. “I was informed this would be a meeting to relay sensitive information, not an interrogation. Do I need to place a call to his guardians?”


“Unfortunately, that’s why we’re here, Mrs.—”


“Doctor Grant.”


“My apologies. This is following up on a concerning 911 call. Neighbors reported hearing loud noises coming from your home last night, Mr. Rye. Screams.”


Andrew forgot how to breathe. The moment didn’t seem real: kneeling bunched up next to a keyhole, listening to his best friend, his heart, be dissected.


“Nobody was home this morning,” the detective went on. “House was trashed. Looks like an animal tore through. And there’s … blood. Due to the volume of blood, we surmise it’s not yours, so we’re just wondering if you knew anything about that.”


“Excuse me.” Footsteps sounded like the principal had marched out from behind her desk. “Does Thomas need a lawyer present? What exactly are you implying?”


“Not implying anything, ma’am. We are merely trying to get ahold of the boy’s parents, but no one is answering calls. Did they say they were going out of town, Thomas?”


Silence. It lasted a beat too long before Thomas mumbled, “I don’t know. Maybe.”


“It was quite a lot of blood.”


“Did you inquire at local hospitals?” the principal said.


“Of course, ma’am. So, Thomas, was there a fight last night? Or a party, maybe? Anything get a bit rough?”


“No.” Thomas bit out the word like he wanted it to eviscerate the detective. “I don’t know anything. I’d already left.”


Bell’s voice sharpened. “But you said you only left this morning.”


“Yes … really early. It was still dark. That’s what I meant.”


“All right, no need to get agitated. We’re sure you’re worried about your parents.”


Thomas didn’t sound worried—that was the first thing Andrew had noticed. But maybe he could read Thomas too well. He imagined Thomas’s body language right now, taut and defensive, fingers picking at his bottom lip or a loose thread.


Or at the bloody sleeve hidden under the borrowed blazer.


“I’m sure your folks are fine, but we’ll have the blood tested and continue trying to locate them. Dr. Grant, would you reach out to his emergency contact and alert them of the situation?”


The voices continued for a minute as information was exchanged, and then the doorknob turned.


Andrew’s brain caught up a beat too late as the office door started opening. Then he remembered to run.


He made it to the top of the stairs before realizing flinging himself down would look even more guilty. He was so bad at subterfuge. He pretended to stare at one of the vaguely impressionistic art pieces on the wall as the cops passed behind him.


“—did you think?”


“Kid is lying.” The detective said it with finality. “And I want to know why.”


Her eyes met Andrew’s and she immediately cut off. Her smile came thin, barely polite, then she continued downstairs after her colleague.


Behind him, the principal cleared her throat.


Andrew turned slowly, his cheeks burning.


“Why, Mr. Perrault,” Principal Grant said, unimpressed, “I believe you are missing first period.”


“I … lost something?” Andrew said. “I, um, a pencil.”


Next to her, Thomas had been attempting to control his scowl, but at this, he raised one eyebrow at Andrew. So it was a bad lie, fine. But Andrew wasn’t exactly well practiced at sneaking about.


“Despite my better judgment,” the principal said, “I will believe you were not lurking at doors where you don’t belong. This meeting contained private information, and I won’t have gossip in my halls, Mr. Perrault.”


Andrew nodded far too fast.


The principal turned back to Thomas. “I’ll inform your aunt, but I’m sure there’s no cause to worry. Your parents are … eccentric, as we are all aware. I’m sure we’ll hear from them before the day’s out.”


Thomas said nothing.


The principal gestured for him to go downstairs before casting Andrew a stern look. “You may leave.” The grim set of her mouth said Get going or get detention, so Andrew shot after Thomas.


They fell into step as they headed for English, but Andrew felt so shaken he couldn’t even remember where the classroom was. Thomas still wouldn’t look at him.


Kid is lying—


“What’s going on?” Andrew’s voice barely passed a whisper. “Is this what you were going to tell me about?”


“Nothing. You heard them. My parents are weird about their art. It’s probably not even blood. I-I-I don’t know. I don’t—” He broke off and tugged at his bottom lip.


Andrew nearly tripped. Thomas never stumbled over his words. He also never lied to his best friend.


The corridor was empty, classroom doors closed. They’d be marked tardy before the school year had taken its first proper breath. Andrew started to say as much, but Thomas snatched his wrist and dragged him into a small alcove.


They pressed close to the thick velvet drapes by a huge window, dust motes dancing against the glass. The world felt too quiet. Too heavy.


Every breath seemed to tremble in Thomas’s lungs. “It’s not going to be like last year.” Something desperate shone in his eyes. “Nothing bad will happen to you. I swear.”


Bad things were happening to Thomas, not Andrew. He was the one who needed protecting right now. Andrew couldn’t help noticing that not one adult had asked Thomas if he was all right.


“I’ll sort this out,” Thomas said. “I don’t want you making yourself sick over it. I’ll fix everything. Do you believe me?”


If they stood any closer together, they could fit into each other’s skin.


“I want you to say it.” Thomas’s voice steadied. He could pin Andrew to the wall with the way he shaped those words.


“I believe you,” Andrew whispered.









THREE


The day would never end.


The whispers unraveled Andrew the most. Furtive glances. A conversation cut off as he slid into his desk. That crawling feeling at the back of his neck that warned him someone was staring.


Thomas ignored everything with a deliberate stoicism that Andrew couldn’t muster, and their packed schedules left no time to talk. Dove’s AP classes kept her far away from both of them, so Andrew was left with a mouthful of pins instead of answers about why she was avoiding Thomas.


By the time dinner arrived, he felt too sick to be hungry.


Stepping into the dining hall meant being pounded by a wave of chaos. Every room in Wickwood was nothing if not antiquated and stately, but the dining hall rarely seemed under such control. Hundreds of voices tangled with the clatter of plates and cutlery. Mealtimes had been broken into two halves and the seniors dined second. It meant less supervision—they were supposedly “responsible”—and therefore meant way more noise.


The hall itself looked like something from a medieval king’s court: three long oaken tables with benches on either side took up most of the room, and a huge fireplace that smelled of evergreens and hazelnuts covered half a wall. The seating style was meant to “prevent cliques” and “encourage peer conversation,” but Andrew suspected it had been specifically designed to torment introverts.


Thomas had detoured to the bathroom, so Andrew decided to catch Dove in the serving line. He slid into place behind her and resisted the urge to slump his forehead on her shoulder and moan.


“I hate everything.” He pressed his fingertips to his temples. “Have you talked to Thomas?”


“I haven’t seen him.” Dove crossed her arms over her stomach. “It’s roast chicken and apple turnovers. They’re giving us false hope before the weeks of meat loaf start.” She inched toward the serving table stacked with plates and passed Andrew one.


“So,” he said, “are you and Thomas going to fight the whole year or … ?”


Dove huffed. She looked worn after the long day, wisps of hair escaping her tight ponytail. “He can talk to me.”


Sometimes Andrew thought Dove and Thomas were in the midst of their own three-act play: first friends, then enemies, and then—


Lovers. That would inevitably come next.


Andrew was sure of one bitter truth: He’d rather have his lungs punctured than watch Dove and Thomas fall in love.


Sometimes he’d lie awake at night and unpack all his feelings about this boy-shaped hurricane named Thomas Rye. He didn’t know if he wanted to be Thomas—reckless and uncontainable—or if he wanted to kiss him. He could imagine Thomas’s soft lips on his for approximately five seconds before the entire construction crumpled like wet paper. Because there was always after. There was always more. People didn’t just kiss and continue on with their lives. They undid buttons and touched mouths to hot skin and lost themselves within each other.


And Andrew didn’t want to think about any of that. At all. Ever. He didn’t have crushes and didn’t think celebrities were hot and, honestly, the whole thing was stressful and overwhelming and better left boxed up in the back of his head. He was just this … this mess who felt things about Thomas but couldn’t shape them into coherent sentences. And he was almost definitely certain Thomas liked Dove.


Dove reached the front of the line and tried chatting with the servers, though they ignored her, more interested in the line moving faster. A few students had begun staring at Andrew, but he kept his eyes on the ground as he trailed after his sister and had his plate filled with a heaping serving of roast chicken, peas, and a roll.


At the condiments table, Andrew fussed with the butter while Hyder, who sat behind him in history, helped himself to gravy.


“Hey,” he said. “Glad you’re back. Sorry about … everything. You doing okay?”


Andrew’s scarred fingers clenched around his plate. “I’m fine.”


Any more of this and he would ask the walls to devour him.


He cast about for somewhere to sit while Dove got cutlery, then followed her to the crowded tables. “It’s just I don’t know what you and Thomas fought about. And I don’t know why everyone keeps looking at us.”


Dove sighed. “Sometimes I don’t know what reality you live in.”


He frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


But then Dove nodded to where the boy with a mess of auburn hair was slipping out of the dining hall in an illegal escape.


“Do you need me to stay with you, or should I chase him?” Dove said.


It felt like a trick question. Eating alone would be hell, but of course she had to go after Thomas. Fix this. Andrew had to stop being such a coward about being left by himself.


“Go make up.” He hoped she didn’t interpret that as make out, too.


Dove vanished and Andrew walked slowly down the long rows of benches that had turned into hostile territory. No one would notice if he tossed his food in the trash and escaped. But when he turned, Lana Lang stood there with one hand on her hip.


She was Chinese American, wore deep mauve combat boots despite school regulations, kept her hair pulled back in a jagged ponytail, and had an expression flat as a severed heartbeat. To be scared of Lana was common sense: Fake smiles and false fronts melted before her. You had to be real or she took you apart.


She flicked a glance up and down Andrew, her mouth a thin line. “You’re wandering around like a lost puppy. Did Thomas misplace you?”


Andrew never knew whether to be meek or defensive with Lana. Their paths didn’t cross often—she was firmly Dove’s friend, not his. “He’s busy.”


“And yet all the seniors are required to be at dinner. I swear he has a compulsion to do the opposite of what he’s told. C’mon. Sit with me.”


Panic set in. “It’s fine. I’ll sit—”


Lana stalked toward a mostly empty section at the farthest table. “I won’t make you sit with my loud friends, Perrault. It’ll be just us.”


He was tired and it was easiest to just obey.


They sat down across from each other. Lana had drowned her plate in gravy and now set to executing her chicken as if it weren’t dead enough already.


“For future reference,” Lana said, “you can sit with me anytime.”


Dove must have put her up to this. Apparently Andrew looked so pathetic and lost when left to his own devices that even his twin was embarrassed.


Andrew started to ask Lana what Dove had told her, but she glanced over his head and sucked her teeth.


He followed her gaze and was almost thrown into his plate by an almighty backslap that could be considered a jovial greeting. Or assault.


Bryce Kane leaned between them, a hand squeezing Andrew’s shoulder. It looked friendly, but Lana gripped her fork like a weapon and Andrew thought his shoulder was about to break. The school had a zero tolerance policy against bullying, so Bryce had curated his image to be described as charming and energetic. He was one of Wickwood’s best tennis players and a “delight to have in class.” He had wealthy parents on the school board, and kids flocked to pay tribute to his court—and he got off on making them grovel. He knew how to be terrible without looking like he was being terrible.


“Hey, it’s the goth and the Vegemite boy,” he said. “An unlikely couple. How was your summer, Andy? Eating shrimp on the barbie and banging kangaroos?”


“I’m a goth because I wear combat boots?” Lana said. “Wow. Original.”


Andrew shrugged off Bryce’s arm. No point reminding him that July was winter in Australia. “It was fine.”


“Weird seeing you without Dove.” Bryce scrubbed Andrew’s hair. “Or your girlfriend. Where’s Thomas Rye the Psycho these days? Heard he’s getting visits from cops already.”


Lana half rose from her seat, her face gone white with fury. “Back off.” The level of venom in her voice surprised even Andrew.


Bryce raised both hands in mock fear. “No need to get hysterical. Just trying to joke around, be chill and normal, you know?”


“You’re lucky Thomas isn’t here,” Lana snapped. “You’d have a broken face by now.”


Bryce had the gall to look annoyed. “And that’s why I’m not surprised the cops are already on him. Don’t even know why Wickwood let him back after everything that happened last year.”


He strode off, already shouting across the hall at a friend, who hollered back a greeting.


It took Lana a while to stop steaming and sit down. Protecting Andrew was Thomas and Dove’s job, so Lana stepping in should have felt condescending. Andrew should be mad, but at least she hadn’t asked him if he was okay, or said anything cryptic about last year, or commented on his ruined hand.


Andrew ate half his roll before he noticed Lana watching.


He absently rubbed his healed hand against his cheek. “The scars aren’t that bad. I don’t know why everyone’s looking at me.”


“The problem isn’t the scars,” Lana said with clipped precision. “It’s that you smashed your hand through a mirror.”


He wished she wouldn’t say it aloud. It sounded blunt and ugly.


Lana went back to stabbing at her food. “They’ll stop staring eventually. Some senior will get into a ridiculous scandal in a few days and, boom, attention gone. They’re all a bunch of airheaded gnats.” She chewed, deliberate and angry. “But what was with those cops? It’s day one of school. Thomas is unbelievable.”


“What are people saying about it?” Andrew asked quietly.


“You don’t want to know, trust me.” Her voice turned to steel. “The thing you need to do this year is keep your head down and graduate. Survive. Don’t”—she pointed her fork at him—“let Thomas get into fights for you. They want a reason to expel him. If the gossip gets bad, come to me. I’ll help. Got it?”


Andrew felt a little dizzy. Lana and Thomas should’ve been friends, what with the way they were all teeth and knives out. Except Lana was a cold scalpel, and Thomas was a wild machete with blazing emotions he’d never learned how to moderate properly.


It still didn’t make sense that Lana had taken a sudden interest in Andrew. He was fine.


It had been one mirror.


One minute of lost control.


Andrew, a string drawn taught—


s n a p


Blood all over Thomas’s shirt as he dragged Andrew away from the wreckage—


“There’s something else you should know.” Lana’s voice sounded odd. “They’ve put up a fence between the school and the forest.”


Andrew shredded the rest of his roll into tiny pieces. “Okay.”


“No more class hikes. No more exploring. Immediate expulsion if anyone’s caught climbing the fence.”


She had to be warning him for Thomas’s sake.


Thomas, who breathed best with his cheek pressed against a tree and never wasted a chance to slip out and be as wild as his soul demanded.


“Everything is shit.” Lana propped her chin against her fist and sighed. “No offense, but I have no idea why you wanted to come back.”


The reason was obvious; it didn’t need to be said.


“I should go find Thomas.” Andrew slid from the bench. He flexed his scarred fingers and slipped his hand into his pocket. Paper crunched and he frowned at the unexpected scrap. He hurried away from Lana before he took it out and smoothed the corners.


Thomas’s work, unmistakably. A stark winter forest, every tree burned white with frost. A boy with horns and roses grown from his eyes held a knife, and he was midway through carving the heart out of another boy with moth wings who knelt in the leaves, his face tilted upward in supplication. Vines blossomed around them, tangled and unruly.


Thomas always drew like this—murderous and dark, sentient forests with teeth and claws, boys made of thorns, studies of hands with flowers blossoming from cuts. Beautiful and horrible all at once.


He drew like this because Andrew wrote like this. They fed off each other relentlessly, their fever dreams bleeding through their eyes long after they woke.


Andrew burst out of the dining hall. He’d barely eaten, but it didn’t seem important. If Thomas had illustrated Andrew’s story, it had to mean something. Or maybe it didn’t. Thomas drew Andrew’s work all the time—how was he to know that last story had been a confession about how Andrew felt about him?


Andrew hated the way his brain did this. Destroyed beautiful things. It was like he couldn’t just hold a flower; he had to crush the petals in his fist until his hand was stained with murdered color.


The corridors lay empty. No sign of Thomas and Dove. They’d probably be outside, letting the dusk eat their angry words.


The noise from the dining hall turned muddy the farther he walked, and he kept waiting to bump into other students. Counselors touring new kids around. Clumps of friends catching up. Teachers coming and going from offices. The manor should be busy.


Andrew paused in the darkened foyer. It was a rare thing to be so perfectly alone. He breathed out slowly and tried to shake the anxiety thickening in his stomach, but all he could smell was the forest. Damp leaves and mud and the fresh smell of snapped, green sticks.


He shouldn’t be able to smell the forest all the way up here.


Someone moved behind him. He didn’t turn because it was obvious the person was trying to sneak up, feet too heavy and breathing muffled as if they were on the cusp of bursting out laughing. He knew it was Thomas about to pounce on his back. Andrew relaxed slightly. His fight with Dove must be resolved. Everything would go back to normal.


“I can hear you,” Andrew said, a small smile forming.


Thomas flung his arms around Andrew’s back and they stumbled forward a few steps. Andrew grunted, but he secretly enjoyed it. He started to jab an elbow into Thomas’s ribs.


But something soft and warm pressed against the nape of his neck. Mouth to skin.


For a minute, Andrew did not move. His stomach swooped so violently he didn’t know how he stayed standing.


The foyer was so still, darkening around the edges.


He heard Thomas stop breathing.


The weight hanging off Andrew’s back felt heavy now, too much to hold. He had to say something. He was ruining everything. What did Thomas want from him?


Hot breath brushed the back of his neck again and then, inexplicably, a tongue slid soft and wet up to Andrew’s ear. It was a line of heat, sensual and terrible and confusing. What was Thomas doing? This wasn’t—this—


Andrew whirled around, shoving Thomas off. But the force of dislodging another body threw Andrew off-balance and he fell down to one knee. When he scrambled up, breathing too hard, the foyer was empty.


Silence stretched in front of him. He touched the back of his neck.


Wet.


He realized now that the feeling of a body pressed against him had been all arms. There had been no legs.


Stop it. There hadn’t been anything there at all. Obviously.


“You’re losing your mind,” Andrew whispered, not sure if he was embarrassed or horrified at what he’d imagined.


It had felt so real. He could still feel the tongue licking toward his ear.


He stuffed his trembling hands into his pockets and hurried outside.


Get ahold of yourself.


But he didn’t know what part of himself was safe to hold on to.
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