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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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