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Author’s Note

I could only take a few personal items into immigration: small heirlooms, a handful of poetry books, a USB full of scanned photos. But one indulgent thing I couldn’t part with was twine-tied lecture notes accumulated over my years as an anthropology student. Each subject carried fond memories. One contained a mystery.

Taught by a charismatic young professor, The Concepts of Natural Science was part history of science, part philosophy, and, according to my mathematician father, 100 percent “esoteric gibberish.” Dad’s harsh review aside, the subject was mind-altering. Whether it was our electrifying teacher or the curriculum that covered everything, from Ancient Greek ethicists to fringe researchers of mind control, each lecture left me feeling invincible, drunk on possibilities. An inner circle promptly formed around the professor, and together we spent the semester solving all the mysteries of the universe and more.

Many years later, at a reunion, I brought up Concepts as we reminisced about the past. To my shock, only one fellow alum’s memories matched mine; the rest seemed to have developed a selective case of amnesia where this one professor was concerned.

Later still, I came across my Concepts lecture notes while reorganizing my home office. I turned the page and got a mighty blast of cognitive dissonance. The writer, this past version of me, was a stranger, preoccupied with things I didn’t remember. Her handwriting was the only thing we had in common. But what really shocked me was that wedged between the pages there was a piece of paper with esoteric instructions scribbled in an unfamiliar hand. Who wrote it? What did it mean? I couldn’t remember.

They Watch From Below is my way of answering these questions. The story is, of course, fiction, but it takes inspiration from life and is driven by our evergreen need to know ourselves. Or something like that anyway.
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CONTENT WARNINGS
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“Not everyone who reaches back into history can survive it. And it is not only reaching back that endangers us; sometimes history itself reaches inexorably forward for us with its shadowy claws.”

—Elizabeth Kostova, The Historian






PART 1:
TRUTH DWELLS UNDERGROUND



THE VELDE FAMILY HOME VIDEO ARCHIVE

“Addie’s 8th Birthday Celebration.”

Timestamp: 2:37 p.m.

Kids’ voices and laughter in the background. A suburban backyard decorated for a party: a glossy HAPPY BIRTHDAY banner, a table bursting with colorful frosted cupcakes, pizza boxes, and organic soda bottles. The festivities are in full swing; it’s chaos, with kids running, playing, eating, and leaving trails of cupcake liners in the grass.

The grown-ups congregate to the side, holding wine flutes or sodas.

It’s windy, the sky is overcast. The party guests appear underdressed for the weather; some are shivering and rubbing their hands for warmth.

The camera centers a young girl, dark hair in two braids past her shoulders. She has a light complexion and serious eyes, their inkblot-dark color a little unsettling. She’s wearing a sparkly plastic tiara and pink princess dress that sits loose on her slim frame.

A man’s voice off camera: “Hey, Addie! I hear it’s your birthday! How old you are today?”

“I’m eight, Dad.” Addie smiles politely and promptly walks out of the shot.

Timestamp: 2:45 p.m.

In close-up: a stern, beautiful, dark-haired woman is rearranging the food on the table, throwing used napkins and half-eaten cupcakes into a trash bag. The woman shares Addie’s complexion and features, but her eyes are a lighter brown. Her dark blue sheath dress is simple but elegant, contrasting with her two-tone jewelry. She’s impeccably yet subtly made-up. There’s tension to the way she holds herself, her back gymnast-straight.

“There she is!” says the man off camera. “Our beautiful Vera, the queen of every party, the most beautiful and wise of them all… .”

Vera pointedly ignores him, but her mouth twists into a sly, knowing smile.

Timestamp: 2:50 p.m.

“I want to do it! Can I do it, please?” Addie says, looking up at the camera.

There comes a muffled response, and then the footage jumps, flipping the party upside down before stabilizing at a lower viewpoint. The camera pauses on each of the kids’ faces before coming to focus on random things, like Addie’s shoes, a discarded candy flattened in the grass, the movement of clouds in the sky.

The camera focuses on Vera, who seems unaware of being filmed. She’s captured sideways, one hand in view down by her thigh, fingers loosely wrapped around a champagne flute.

As the camera zooms in on the glass, bubbles can be seen traveling sluggishly through the liquid. The focus proceeds upward until it settles on Vera’s face. Her eyes are locked on something in the far corner of the yard. The camera follows the direction of her gaze, zooms in, and then zooms some more. But there’s nothing there aside from bloodred roses dotting a low-sitting hedge.

The camera returns to Vera’s face in another close-up. Seconds tick by. The sounds of the party drop away to the background and grow distorted.

Vera stands still, barely blinking, her lips moving but issuing no sound.

“Mom?” Addie asks off camera; she sounds scared. “Mommy?”

Vera turns around and frowns at the camera but smiles when she notices her daughter.

“Time to cut the cake!” Vera announces.

The camera follows her as she disappears into the house.

Timestamp: 4:53 p.m.

The party is over. The yard is empty and in need of a cleanup. The camera focuses on the rose hedge in the corner, the same corner that seemed to mesmerize Vera earlier. It zooms in, in, in … the image blurs, the screen grows dark.
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ONE

Every place possesses a soul, a beating heart.

Places leave a mark. Sometimes they burrow all the way under our skin and stay there, and so whenever we move on from a place, we carry some of it away with us; its essence clings to our skin, permeates our hair like bonfire smoke.

Even places we’ve never been to can shape our lives from a distance, in the way of giant stars. Where our parents came from, their parents before them. Take my family. Mom’s folks, Babulya Irina and Deda Simon, came to California all the way from Belarus (“came,” a neutral word for their spectacular escape, their heist of a defection), and on quiet nights sometimes, when sleep eludes me, I sense that country, their lost home, near me, in me. An echo, a whisper in a seashell.

No place is truly lost.

Here’s another example, even closer to my heart. Nearly two decades ago my brilliant mother graduated from the University of the Arches (or just “Arches” as Mom affectionately calls it). I’ve never been anywhere near the Arches’ seaside Californian campus, and yet it feels as if it’s been circling me all my life, breathing down my neck. Waiting for me to acknowledge it, to meet its intense gaze.

Mom is an Arches alum through and through; she bleeds gold and blue. Her checkbook gets a serious workout with every donation drive, and her alma mater–branded lapel pin is always on prominent display, adorning her posh suit jackets.

But there’s a dark side to this moon.

Mom rarely ever talks about her college years, not in any meaningful way and definitely not with me. She never mentions her friends from that time, doesn’t go to reunions. I don’t think I’ve seen a single photo of her as a university student.

I can be a bit nosy. There was that one evening I clicked through a decade’s worth of digitized photos released to celebrate the Arches’ one hundredth anniversary. My mother was in exactly zero of them. If “Vera Velde, JD” has a wholesome online presence, complete with a stellar website and a curated social media (Velde, Arora & Marshal is the leading family law firm in Kern County, as per their classy TV ads and billboards), then “Vera Koval” is a digital ghost.

There’s this look Mom gets. An invisible switch goes off, stillness fills her body, she’s catching a spirit train to nowhere.

These episodes are rare and brief, but the first time I witnessed one as a kid, it freaked me the hell out. I must’ve been seven or eight. Mom suddenly went quiet, hyperfocused on something only she could see. Was there a monster crouching in the corner? When I swallowed my fear and checked, I found no monsters, only shadows, already dissipating.

When I got older, I picked up on a causation. Every single time Mom got weird was preceded by something that reminded her of the Arches. A question asked. A letter with the telltale blue-gold stamp in the mail.

I think something happened to my mother when she was in college. I think Mom’s invisible monster is inside her, a snake circled around her heart, nestled deep in her mind. A bad memory.

Every family has a secret, and my family’s secret is connected to the University of the Arches. That place has been calling to me for as long as I can remember.

It’s about to get its way.
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TWO

This fall I’m enrolling at the Arches, a legacy student following in Mom’s footsteps.

But even my familial connection aside (though “legacy” does sound kind of cool, if I ignore the pretentious, privileged part), the Arches is the best choice, the closest-to-home choice, the most practical choice, and my parents raised me to be practical, and scholarships don’t grow on trees, and also … I’d be returning to campus. Kind of.

I did the math. When Mom walked her graduation procession, I was walking it with her, slumbering under her heart. I’d never bring it up with her, of course; I know better than that. But I also know how to put pieces together. When my parents met, Mom was on her final year of college. She was visiting her parents in Sonoma for a break and met my dad one morning at a local café in what sounds like a total rom-com scenario.

Then came Mom’s graduation in December. About seven months later I was born. Judging from my baby photos, I was not a preemie.

Places are not sentient, but sometimes it feels that way.

The University of the Arches radiates impatience. It wants me on campus even before the semester officially kicks off. When I’m invited to attend the Arches’ early access residential orientation program, I can’t accept fast enough. I can’t wait to go, to see the campus with my own eyes, to walk the paths Mom once walked.

To uncover her secrets, to face her invisible monster.

Because when there are no secrets left between us, I’ll be able to understand my mother at last. We’ll be close. We’ll be equals.
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THREE

My last few remaining days at home vanish in a flurry of preparations.

At night I can hardly sleep, tossing and turning, vibrations of excitement going through my body like shivers of an earthquake.

On one of those restless nights, I leave the bed and go to the window. The expanse of the sleepy street below is a familiar stretch of suburbia—near identical houses, lawns trimmed, a world drowning in undulating shadows. The silence of my room, the house, crackles as if with electricity. The absence of sound feels fake, created to mask something, a presence. It’s easy to imagine my shadow growing and stretching behind me until it’s towering over me, embracing me, consuming me whole.

In the semidarkness, my suitcase, stuffed to bursting and waiting by the door, appears sinister. I glare at it, daring it to move, to do something creepy. It doesn’t. Of course it doesn’t.

As a kid I used to imagine all sorts of things.

I rarely think about that now, my past a mythic land, but something must’ve shifted just so in the air tonight, causing memories to return.

I used to believe I was special, that I had powers.

And that I was never alone.

I’d play the whole day away, content in my own company. I kept a diary. When, years later, I came across that worn notebook with a The Little Mermaid sticker on the cover, its pages read like the premise of a horror movie. I believed that shadows were sentient and that they came from another world. They emerged from dark corners, and sometimes I woke up in the dead of night to find them around my bed, leaning over me.

Shadows never spoke to me, but they watched me.

Sometimes I wonder if they still do.

I get occasional flashes of awareness, a stalker’s prying eye on my back. Dark things shift in the negative space, moving along the borderline of my perception.

If I focused on the silence of my room long enough, would I hear it talk to me? Would I glimpse some secret world lurking beyond this one if only I stared into the shadows long enough?

Like most kids, I’ve outgrown my childhood monsters. Mostly.

But I think about them often.

Do they think of me too? Or are they visiting some other lonely kid now, frightening her but also making her feel special, the way they did with me?
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FOUR

My final evening at home.

Every minute is spent crossing off items from lists, adding new items to lists, packing and repacking my backpack, and thinking, thinking, overthinking. Should I bring a handheld steamer, or will I be able to borrow an iron? I cringe at the mental image of my clothes coming out creased and messy from the tightly packed suitcase. How many tubes of sunscreen and cans of hair product will I need? The program is described as self-sufficient, but I doubt they provide styling mousse. And I’m sure there are shops on campus, but I’ll feel a lot calmer knowing I have everything I need within reach.

The distant whirr of the garage door tells me my parents are back. They carpool to and from work. Dad’s lab is not exactly on the way to Mom’s downtown law office, but they genuinely enjoy each other’s company and want to maximize their time together, even if it means leaving super early and taking a circuitous route through the city.

“Addie? Come down! We’ve got takeout!” Their excited voices ring from downstairs.

My stomach makes a low growling sound.

I cast a parting look at the clothes spread all over my bed. I need to make some tough choices, but those can wait until after dinner.

Nearly out the door, I stop and take in my room, the precious things on my desk, the carefully curated shelves. My beloved collection of classic horror and fairy tales.

I’m not leaving home for good.

So why does it feel that way?
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“Have you picked your classes?” Mom asks when I come down to the living room.

Mom’s face is a little flushed, a peculiar look trapped in her eyes that I can’t decipher. Other than that, she’s her usual, well-put-together, not-a-hair-out-of-place self.

“I’m working on it,” I say, doing my best to erase irritation from my voice. “There’s still time before the cutoff.”

Choosing my college major and selecting my classes are the two topics Mom brings up at least daily. She hasn’t been subtle about wanting me to follow in her footsteps. “Undeclared” has been her trigger word these past few months.

“Those weeks will fly,” she says coolly. “I wouldn’t want you to miss out.”

She’s still wearing her serious-lawyer clothes, but she’s swapped her deposition heels for fuzzy slippers. My mom is a conservative dresser; the only element of personal style she indulges in is esoteric-themed jewelry from brands with names like Moon Temple and Nocturnal Yearnings.

To her remark I say nothing, hoping she’ll drop it. Dad’s wisely keeping himself busy, opening the takeout containers and fetching cutlery from the kitchen.

We’re eating in the living room, which means “special occasion.” I guess it is special since I’m leaving tomorrow. I also notice tonight’s dinner comes courtesy of Secret Kitchen, my favorite restaurant, which I know Mom is not a fan of. But she must’ve decided to relax her tyranny of takeout choices tonight. For me. It should feel good. Instead, it puts me on high alert.

My parents sit side by side, both of them facing me. Like they’re interviewing me for a job or hosting my disciplinary hearing. The TV drones in the background, creating the ambient atmosphere as we start passing around the takeout containers (sticky fried rice, Moo Shu shrimp, Mongolian beef). Everything should be delicious, but I can barely taste it.

“Your dad and I have been talking,” Mom says, “and we think going undeclared is not what’s best for you, Addie. It’s much more practical to decide what you want from the start and pick your classes accordingly. As a prelaw, you could do history or economics, or even political studies.”

“Mom,” I say as gently as I can, making a point of holding her gaze without blinking. “I haven’t decided yet.”

I’ve said it all before. How I need more time, how I find many things interesting but none enough to make it my life’s goal at the age of seventeen. How I’m not like her—I haven’t known since I was ten years old that I wanted to be a lawyer, et cetera, et cetera.

She’s on the verge of launching into one of her monologues about growing up and taking responsibility when Dad comes to my rescue, his words softened with humor.

“What if she wants to be a biologist like me? Have you considered that, my love?”

Thanks, Dad.

But Mom’s not to be distracted tonight. She gets up from her seat, the food on her plate barely touched, and leaves the room.

Dad and I exchange a look. This storming out in the middle of a debate is new. Neither of us know how to react.

But when, in a few minutes, Mom returns, she doesn’t seem annoyed. If anything, she’s … excited? I don’t think I’ve ever seen her like this. Her default mode is collected and self-assured; big displays of emotion are rare. I hear her laughing with Dad sometimes, but her mirth evaporates whenever I enter the room. The typical way she looks at me is like I’m a work in progress. Something with potential but yet to be shaped, unnecessary bits chiseled away. Whenever I’m in Mom’s presence, inadequacy haunts the space just beneath my skin.

I never feel like I’m enough.

“I want you to have these,” Mom says, sitting back in her chair.

On the table before her, there’s a tidy pile of college-style notepads ribboned together. The notepads are all identical, down to their moss green covers, organizational tabs sticking out from the edges. I know Mom’s color-coded system by heart, and I bet it hasn’t changed since her Arches days: red for definitions, white for evidence and sources, orange for key dates… .

Mom slides the notepads my way.

“Maybe going through these will help you decide.” She smiles, the warmth in her eyes catching me off guard. “Obviously, it’s been a while since I took these; things have likely changed, but these were my favorite freshman subjects.”

I reach for her offering and slide it closer, untie the ribbon, and then absently flip through the pages of the notepad on top of the pile. Lecture notes, as suspected. In Mom’s concise handwriting, too many stickered tabs to count.

My heartbeat speeding up, I grow overwhelmed just from looking at these.

I don’t want this gift, but I can’t reject it.

“‘The Concepts of Modern Natural Science.’” I read the subject’s name from the first notepad. “Sounds fun.”

My words are lighthearted, but my fingertips are slick with adrenaline. I shut the Concepts notepad, telling myself it’s because I don’t want to mar the pages with sweat, but really it’s because the thing leaves me feeling weird.

For ages I’ve been desperate to learn anything about Mom’s time at the Arches. Now that she’s throwing me this bone, it tastes all wrong.

Why?

Frankly, it’s incredible Mom kept her college lecture notes all these years. She’s not one for clutter and hoarding. What’s even more incredible is that she’s giving them to me. But despite my conflicted feelings, I’m starting to worry she’s going to change her mind and revoke her gift. Suddenly, I want to keep it.

“Thanks for these,” I rush to say as I push my plate aside and bring the heap of notepads even closer. My own treasure chest. Or Pandora’s box.

It all feels like diving into a lake where you can’t see the bottom. Thrilling.

“Vera? You okay?” Dad’s voice carries me back to the surface.

I look up to find my father’s concerned face. Next to him, Mom seems like her regular self, but she’s too quiet, like her slender form has been cupped by silence. Her gaze is fixed on something behind me. The window?

It’s been a while since Mom’s last blank-out. I thought those were over for good, like she’d outgrown them. But clearly, no.

There’s a shift to her demeanor as if she’s fixated on something only she can see.

Her invisible monster.

Locked inside the cold grip of anticipation, I turn around.

From the window’s surface my reflection stares back.

Too-dark eyes, dark hair, pale skin, lips in a worried grimace. The evening has transformed the window into a black mirror, which only shows us ourselves, a perfectly normal family at dinner. If Mom sees a monster there, it means it’s inside the house, here with us. I shiver, my imagination ready to take a sinister turn. I ignore the shadows thickening in my periphery. If I don’t look at them directly, they don’t matter, they don’t exist.

Mom doesn’t respond when Dad and I take turns calling to her.

She leaves her chair, moving eerily like her usual self, and goes to the window.

The air in the room carries the scent of freshly cut grass, a promise of rain to the starved San Joaquin Desert. But there’s also this other, less pleasant, smell, riding the ozone. The smell of a cold place deep underground. A place where my shadows wait.

Mom presses her hands against the window, and there comes a singular clap of thunder, as if her touch teased it into existence. She flinches, and Dad and I flinch too, the three of us tied together with an invisible string.

“Need to book a window cleaner for the weekend,” Mom says, using the cuff of her sleeve to clean some imperceptible smudge.

She returns to her seat at the table. “I thought I saw something,” she says in response to Dad’s concerned look.

The dinner resumes, TV noise filling the silences in between safe-topic conversations.

Mom’s lecture notes are beside me, waiting. Mine.

Things are back to normal, as normal as can be. Because we are a normal family.

We. Are.

But naturally, what’s going through my head is this irrational worry that one day I’ll become just like my mother, losing myself to these stare-offs with things only I can see bit by bit until there’s nothing left of me.

Until I’m gone.
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FIVE

I can barely sleep, listening to the inhabited stillness of the room.

My mind returns to my mother as she faces her dark twin in the window-turned-mirror, only this time I imagine there’s something unseen moving in the background. I know there’s nothing to fear, only my own imagined horrors, but my heart refuses to calm, goose bumps crawling over my skin despite the safe warmth of the weighted blanket.

The morning catches me off guard. This is it. Time to get ready and get the hell out. Drink up my first sip of independence. I’m all packed, Mom’s lecture notes stuffed into my backpack at the expense of a worn paperback of The Tommyknockers. If I fancy a reread, I can always peruse the e-book on my phone. Though I doubt I’ll have time for pleasure reading, not with the orientation schedule so tight and thorough.

I shower, get dressed, and style my hair into a straight waterfall streaming past my shoulders, parted sharply in the middle. Next to my mother, even at her most casual, I must look like a subdued Wednesday Addams crossed with a Scandinavian neofolk singer. I do like my black dresses.

Dad is waiting for me outside, car keys dangling from deft fingers. Looks like it’s going to be just the two of us on this drive. Mom has a bad migraine, or so she says. Maybe it’s the truth, but I’m skeptical. I’d never admit it, but I’m relieved Mom’s not coming. I want my first impressions of the campus to be my own, free of her influence. And if I hear one more time about how it’s much more “practical” to pick your major as a freshman rather than “waste a year” going undeclared, I’ll scream.

Dad loads my suitcase into the trunk of the car. Time for hugs and parting wisdom.

The sun is barely up but already burning through my short-sleeved black jersey dress. Sweat gathers at the nape of my neck, liquifying sunscreen and making me crave the A/C. Black might suit my complexion, but it also draws the heat. It’s not an easy job to maintain a personal style such as mine in the arid desert, but I try.

“Call me once you settle in.” Mom gathers me into a loose embrace, hands brushing against the exposed skin of my arms.

When she lets go, her eyes are a little unfocused against the sunlight. She’s clearly desperate to escape into the safety of shadows. Aren’t we all?

“Be careful, Addie,” Mom adds. “Make good choices.”

She is saying all the right things, but selfishly, being the needy girl I am, I crave more: this big emotional moment, her holding back tears while telling me not to get into strange boys’ cars. But that would be out of character for this stoic woman who’s created me and bestowed her DNA upon me.

“I will,” I say with a sigh. “Love you, Mom.”

“Love you too,” she responds quickly.

Her forehead wrinkles in concentration, but whatever it is she’s trying to remember doesn’t come.

I climb into our family Volkswagen and roll down the window to give Mom one last wave before we’re off.

I should be happy. I’m on the verge of doing new, exciting things. It’s time to stop trying to make sense of my mother’s mercurial moods.

But it takes time to unlearn old behaviors, and I’ve been busy learning mine for seventeen years.
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The next two hours fly by in this easy camaraderie we fall into whenever it’s just the two of us, Dad and I. We soak up the views: white-capped mountains haunting the distance as we traverse the desert landscape before it’s time for the aquamarine ocean to dominate the view after we switch to the Pacific Coast Highway. We listen to Dad’s favorites on repeat—Jimi Hendrix and the Stones; for once I don’t challenge his music choices. And we talk about every topic under the sun. Every topic other than Mom, that is. I don’t want this ride to end.

During a lull in conversation, I fish out Mom’s lecture notes from my backpack. The Concepts notepad is the one with the most tabs, followed closely by Anthropology 101 and three other subjects in history and social sciences. Mom did a three-year bachelor of arts that qualified as prelaw before she smashed her LSAT and got into law school.

With the sliding pile of notepads on my lap, I skim the Concepts, filled line after tight line in Mom’s businesslike handwriting.

The Crisis of Scientific Rationality in the XX Century: Key Trends in the Philosophy of Positivism …

The title of the first lecture is followed by a list of key readings.

Beyond the Brain: Birth, Death, and Transcendence in Psychotherapy by Stanislav Grof

The Tao of Physics: An Exploration of the Parallels Between Modern Physics and Eastern Mysticism by Fritjof Capra

Order Out of Chaos: Man’s New Dialogue with Nature by Ilya Prigogine My vision ripples at the list that sounds borderline esoteric. A bit unusual for Mom, but maybe she was more open-minded at the time. I can practically see her, a diligent young woman, with perfect posture and an immaculate academic record, an enraptured expression on her face as she hangs on the professor’s every word. I wonder how she managed to take such detailed notes during live lectures and make them look so tidy.

I flip through the densely filled notepad to the end, my meticulousness rewarded when I find a photo taped to the last page. A Polaroid, faded but still clear. Mom and three others. Young and hopeful-looking, they stand in front of a building that looks old and full of history, and it’s vaguely familiar. I must’ve come across it in the Arches’ promo materials.

I carefully peel back the old tape, releasing the photo for a closer study. To Mom’s left, there’s a young blond woman in baggy jeans and a pink tee, and next to her is a good-looking guy. At least, I’m assuming he’s good-looking, solely based on the lower half of his face. The top half is hidden in the shadow cast by his baseball cap.

Something about these two, the blond and the baseball cap dude, tells me they’re a couple, or maybe aspire to be one. It’s their body language, heads leaning in just so, shoulders rubbing. If Mom has feelings in that regard, she’s not showing them.

To Mom’s right, there’s another woman who looks older than the trio but not by a lot. The woman’s flaming red hair is pulled up into a tight bun, emphasizing her delicate ears and impressive dark eyes, her black ankle-length dress highlighting her figure. She’s tall and commanding and, like the building behind her, emanates mystery.

I turn the photo over.

With Tammy and Pete and Professor Julia by the residences.

Mom’s handwriting. The date scribbled beneath the words places the photo in the middle of Mom’s freshman year.

“What you got there?” Dad asks.

I jolt in surprise. I must’ve blanked out taking all of it in—the ancient Polaroid, Mom’s sunny face, and the writing on the back of the picture.

“Just some old photo.” I raise it for him to see. “Recognize any of Mom’s friends?”

He barely glances at it before looking away, attention back on the road, but his expression deepens for a fleeting moment.

“Never met any of her college friends,” he says. “But from what little she told me it was an intense group.”

“Intense how?” I ask softly, worried I might spook him by pressing too hard.

It’s as if being away from Mom removes Dad’s inhibitions, allowing him to speak freely on taboo topics.

“Something bad happened to a friend of hers,” Dad says, his tone uncertain. He frowns in concentration, as if struggling to recall. “She went missing, or worse… . But all this was decades ago now, Addie. After she graduated, your mom never mentioned any of it again. You know how private she is… . She was already that way when we first met.”

I barely register the rest of what Dad is saying, three words tolling in my head like an emergency siren. Missing, or worse.

I slide the photo back into the lecture notes. Did Mom know it was even there? Did she want me to find it? And, importantly, is one of the women pictured here Mom’s missing friend?

Tammy and Pete. Professor Julia.

The names of Mom’s companions burn themselves into my memory.

From the women in the photo, Tammy fits the bill the most, given she appears to be the closest in age to Mom. Is Tammy the one haunting my mother then, her disappearance the invisible monster making Vera Velde lose herself to sad memories?

My dark imagination stirs to life, pushing these questions one step further.

Is Mom’s reluctance to talk about her college years due to guilt?

Did she have something to do with whatever bad thing happened to her friend?

I know the very idea of it is preposterous. Ridiculous even. But once it springs out from the unknowable depths of my mind, it refuses to be crammed back into its box.

I brace for Dad’s phone to start ringing, my mother on the other end, demanding the return of her precious notes—and the photo. My fingers curl protectively around the edge of the notepad.

I focus on the landscape flickering in the window, hoping the movement will lull me away from speculating.

It almost works.
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SIX

Having left the desert behind, we let the highway take us to a different California, breezy and fresh, the intoxicating place of vintage postcards (Wish you were here!) and David Lynch movies (I had a dream about this place …). Even with the windows rolled up tight, I feel the ocean’s touch on my skin, the briny spray tickling my throat.

This doesn’t feel like home. But I’ll make it work.

We reach the campus late in the afternoon when the sun’s on the verge of sinking. Dad parks by the nearest gate to check the map he printed out at home. My legs are aching to stretch.

Soon. Nearly there.

I take in this place through the gaps in the wrought iron fence that demarcates the university’s territory. The flawless verdant lawns encircle eclectic buildings. Romanesque Revival, modernist, neo-Gothic… . My knowledge is courtesy of the Arches’ informative website. The university is over a century old, designed and brought to life by an assortment of visionary architects over many decades of growth and prosperity. But despite the architectural variety, it all works well together, different styles coexisting in balance.

The lazy afternoon shadows stretch long, but the sky is still desperately blue, cloudless. There are palms everywhere: framing the paths, dotting the lawns, bushy heads swaying in the wind like a hallucination, until I don’t know anymore what I’m looking at.

A sonorous bell rings in the distance. My skin tightens, and for a vertiginous moment I feel like I did in my room the other night when silence turned heavy and wrong and waiting. But it passed then and it passes now. No matter what I think I see in the shadows.

“We’ll head to the visitors’ parking, lot D, and walk from there to the Old Quad,” Dad says, putting away the printout.

When he turns toward me, his transition glasses are completely dark, and the girl momentarily reflected in them is a stranger.

“You can just leave me here. I’ll find my own way,” I say.

“Not a chance, kiddo,” he says with a chuckle. “I won’t rest until I hand you over to these people for safekeeping.”

Dad hums “All Along the Watchtower” as he maneuvers the car along the campus streets, vacant but for a few people. There’s still time before the start of the semester, which means I get to learn my way around campus without having to fear being swept away by a crowd.

“’Veritas … sub terra est’? What does that mean, again?” Dad gestures at something outside—I just catch the bronze glint of sprawling Latin.

“Truth dwells beneath,” I say.

The Arches’ motto is objectively odd. Perhaps the oddest ever, at least at the national level, and the competition is fierce (looking at you, a voice crying out in the wilderness). What’s even weirder is that while other colleges often go into essay-long statements discussing the history and intent of their chosen slogans and the accompanying coats of arms, Mom’s alma mater is, well, keeping mum. I couldn’t find anything about the origins of its motto, who came up with it, or what it’s supposed to mean. Is the University of the Arches sitting on some meaningful chunk of land, likely stolen from the Chumash like most of this area? Or is this supposed to be a metaphor—but for what?

Another careful turn and we pass a building sporting a Times Square–worthy display of the university’s crest, which centers a well. An old-fashioned, medieval-village, stone-upon-stone, spooky-as-hell well. The familiar Latin words proclaiming the subterranean location of truth weave around it in an infinity-shaped ouroboros.

“Oh, the well of knowledge?” Dad says, having spotted the signage too.

“I think so?” I reply.

Much like its motto, the origin of the crest is a mystery.

I read somewhere that the well is often used to symbolize community. In the old days, a well would literally be the center of a village, its water sustaining life and keeping people disease-free. Dowsers, or water diviners, would go around armed with rods and twigs in search of precious ground water and other subterranean things, like “bad vibrations” of the earth, whatever the hell those are supposed to be. And if a well can be constructed to serve as a water source, what about these other things? Can those be tapped into, extracted, and used somehow?

As I’m riding this strange train of thought, thinking about underground things of indeterminate nature, we reach the mostly deserted Parking Lot D.

The car stops, but I can still feel the movement in my bones.

“Alright, let’s do this thing, kiddo.” Dad sounds too perky, something he does when he’s getting tired.

I get out of the car and watch Dad extract my suitcase. He takes a seat on it like it’s a barstool.

“Go ahead, Addie,” he says. “I’ll just be a moment.”

He barely waits for me to move before he lights up a cigarette. I don’t quite believe my eyes, yet there he is, taking a long drag. The wind carries the smoke away, but I get a whiff of it all the same. I’ve never seen Dad smoke before, so this visual is mildly shocking, wrong. Is it a habit he picked up recently or has he been hiding it from Mom and me for ages?

No matter how well you think you know a person, there are always secrets left to discover.

I catch his eye, and Dad smirks at me guiltily, then presses his index finger against his lips. I arch my brows, shaking my head in mock disapproval as I walk away, leaving my father to his secret vice.
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I recognize the iconic quadrangle, the so-called Old Quad, from the university’s marketing materials. Lauded as the heart of campus, with its lone tower, giant clock, and mosaicked windows, the Quad is neo-Gothic cathedral meets Back to the Future town hall. I wonder what it smells like inside. I wonder if the stairs creak and whether dust floats through the air. Soon, I’ll know. This is where the program’s check-in instructions are sending me.

But there’s something else about the outline of this building that pulls a lone string of recognition in my mind. I try to focus on it, to help it to the surface, but it remains stubbornly submerged.

In the waning sunset light, I follow the cobbled path that takes me along the Quad’s ivy-strewn perimeter. The building is bigger than I thought. Or perhaps it’s the space-time continuum itself that’s stretching, my path extending, cursing me to walk forever. There’s no signage, no one to ask for directions. I try every door, finding most locked. The ones that open beckon me into the dark interiors of the building, brooding spaces sun-pierced by the blinding paths of light, made otherworldly by the mosaicked glass.

The longer I walk the more it feels like I’m doing something illicit, breaking some unspoken rule, trespassing. In the shadow cast by the Old Quad, the default state is dusk. Maybe it’s my imagination, but it’s getting darker with every step. And it feels like someone is watching me, the weight of their attention wanting to drag me back in time, to when I was a kid who stared into the corners until something stared back.

A gust of air brushes against my ear as something darts in my periphery.

I freeze, a critter petrified into stillness by fear. It’s been so long since my last encounter that I started to believe they were gone for good. But no matter how long they go away for, they always come back. Always.

I even feel some relief. They’ve been keeping an eye on me.

I turn slowly, following the pull of compulsion, like there’s a deadly hook sunk into the flesh of my back and the fishing reel is tightening.

A shadowy figure is loitering about three hundred feet away in the cluster of palms. Far enough for my muscles to stop clenching but still close enough for nervous sweat to coat my inner palms.

Nobody knows I still see them on rare occasions, these shadowy visitors conjured by my mind. They’ve always been quiet, popping up on the edge of my perception, observing me from a distance.

If I ignore them, they go away. Usually.

If Mom and Dad ever noticed my weird quirks, they must’ve written them off as regular kid stuff, in the vein of imaginary friends. They never made me feel like there was something wrong with me. For that, I’m grateful.

But for almost five years, my silent shadows have been absent. Hopefully, it stays that way and that thing haunting my periphery is just a glitch, a one-off occurrence.

My hand comes to rest on my throat, seeking the familiar comfort of the tiny evil eye pendant, a superstitious gift from Babulya Irina. I rub my finger against the cold speck of gold. When I look up again, the apparition is gone.

I exhale, taking a moment to reorient myself and study the path behind me, expecting Dad to pop into view at any moment, but the area is deserted. Is he still at the parking lot, going through his pack of cigarettes, trying to compensate for months of nicotine deprivation?

But when I check the time, only a few minutes have passed since I left Dad to his smokes.

Still reeling from the sighting of a shadow, my attention is drawn to a door, its frame bracketed by California wildrose bushes, the same kind Mom cultivates in our backyard. Amid the brambles, I spot a tarnished plaque covered with faded words and numbered buttons.

Larikah, J, PhD – apt. 3

Jones, A, PhD – apt. 4

Eriksson, L, PhD – apt. 5

Rogoff, J, PhD – apt. 6

More lines of text disappear into the bushes. Intercom buzzers. Feels like such an old-world thing for faculty to be living on campus, unless the plaque is a leftover from days long gone and the Quad has since been claimed by boring admin offices.

I run a finger over the names. Had any of them been teaching when my mother was a student here? I wish I knew Professor Julia’s last name.

Thinking about Julia takes my mind back to the photo from Mom’s lecture notes. With a sudden flash of understanding, I know why the outline of the Old Quad feels familiar—not in the distant way of knowing a place from marketing pictures but more intimately.

I move away from the door, stopping once the building’s roof is in sight, sharply underlining the sky. I fish out the photo of Mom with her friends and the professor and hold it up against the building, fiddling with it until the angles align.

The photo had to be taken not far from this very spot.

There’s something raw and emotional about standing here, where Mom once stood. But then I remember what Dad said about Mom going through something bad at the time, mourning a vanished friend, and the moment feels more sad than anything.

Surely, Dad can’t be far now… . I need to get moving, but something keeps pulling me back to the door. Of the residents listed on the plaque, two have J as their first initial. Could one of them be Julia? I go over and try the handle—locked. Carefully, I push the roses out of the way to see more of the plaque, wincing at the scrape of thorns against my skin.

Something is scratched into the wall right below the line of buzzers—a symbol.

An inverted triangle with a stretched-out V hovering above it, its ends curling outward. The lines and curves of the symbol are filled with sediment, but it’s clear enough to remind me of esoteric systems using pictograms as stand-ins for objects and ideas, like in alchemy or magical practice. Or maybe I’m just thinking about that esoteric jewelry Mom likes so much, with moons and stars and ankhs and twisting ouroboroses.

I lean in for a closer study. The symbol kind of looks like a … silhouette of a bull, horns and all. I grab my phone to snap a photo. At the click of the camera, the ground shakes, the cobbled path quivers beneath me.

With a scream trapped in my throat, I sink down an entire inch as the cobblestones shudder against my feet.
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SEVEN

One violent shake, and I’m tumbling, arms seeking purchase in thin air.

My feet find the ground again. Trembling, adrenaline pumping. I exhale.

What. The hell. Was that.

I look down at the worn cobbles, grass and soil peeking through the cracks. My vision swims. I think there’s a crack running across the rocks directly beneath me, but it could be just my imagination. The fracture could’ve been there to begin with.

I wait for the shock to fully release my body, for my hitched breathing to calm. When it does, the sounds of bugs and birds trilling claim my perception. Was it always this noisy out here? I swear it was silent like a mausoleum before. As if nature itself was holding its breath, waiting for something.

“Vera?” A tentative call from behind me. “No, no … can’t be …”

My heart jumps in my chest and I grow tense all over, for a different reason now. The sound of Mom’s name, pronounced how she prefers, not “veera” but in a way that rhymes with Panthera.

I turn around.

About five feet away from me there’s a man. He’s sixty-something, though it’s hard to tell against the sunset spilling over the sky. He must’ve quietly stepped out from inside the Quad while I was distracted by the commotion. His silhouette is cut sharply against the waning light, face concealed in shadow, shoulders accentuated by a three-piece black suit over a silky black shirt, and his shoes are also black and shiny, buffed to perfection. I can’t decide if he makes me think of a ringmaster exiled from some macabre circus or a lone vampire posing as a college professor. He’s just missing a cape and a top hat. He must be sweating badly with all those layers, but he seems unbothered.

The man steps closer, his features coming into focus. After making a quick study of my face, he shakes his head.

“My apologies,” he says. “You look so much like a student I once taught.”

Obviously, he mistook me for my mother. Must be one of her old professors. One with good memory. It’s been a while since Vera Velde, née Koval, was a student here. Though it’s true I look a lot like she did at the same age.

I catch him scanning the distant line of trees, the same stretch where I thought I spotted a shadowy outline earlier. What is he seeing there? His face reveals nothing.

I’m about to “confess” my relation to Vera Koval, but I’m still shaky from the earthquake, muscles clenching at the memory. California is no stranger to the shivers of the earth, but I haven’t really experienced one properly before today.

“Did you feel the quake just now?” I blurt out, searching for confirmation in the professor’s eyes. I consider adding “sir” but take too long to decide, and the moment passes.

His white skin is so papery that, if I look closely, I might be able to see blood coursing through his worn veins. Once my attention’s on him, it’s hard to look away; I’m drawn into his orbit. I wonder what subjects he’s teaching and what it’s like to be in the room when he’s lecturing.

“Feel what?” His glacial blue eyes are on me, their expression unreadable.

“The ground trembled. Like, a minute ago?” I say.

“Not sure what you’re referring to, my dear.”

He glances at the tree line once more before finding my eyes again. Something crosses over his features, too fast to decipher.

“Seriously?” No way he couldn’t feel that tremble.

He shrugs. “Must be the monsters that sleep underground. What do you kids call them these days? The Morlocks?”

I remember Dad taking me to this retro movie theater when I was twelve. Just the two of us, we watched an older adaptation of The Time Machine. The Morlocks were some subterranean race that terrorized the surface humans. Mom sat this one out, leaving me with Dad to bond over imaginary monsters. It was a really cool day. But instead of relief at recognizing the reference, irrational fear crawls through my veins. Not because of the Morlocks, obviously. But the idea of monsters sleeping underground sets off the alarm bells in my subconscious, bringing a visceral feeling of discomfort.

My shadows dwelled in a world below… . Was the earthquake connected to that shadowy figure I thought I saw? And, more importantly, did my mind cook it all up—the sighting and the tremble?

I grow quiet, but this man doesn’t seem bothered by the loaded silence. Under the scrutiny of his gaze, I feel less and less certain of what’s actually happened.

No. I know what I felt.

I shift weight from foot to foot, eager to leave the unstable ground behind.

“You seem lost, dear,” the man says.

“I was looking for the reception,” I reply as I scan the path behind me once more, hoping Dad will show up.

“It’s right around this corner. I’ll show you. Come.”

He breaks into a brisk walk, and I follow, my body on the move before my brain makes a decision.

I fall into step with him, trying to keep up. He’s not moving like an older person. There’s agility to his limbs, and he walks with the perky gait of a soldier in a parade. His skin may be papery, but his eyes are bright, determined. Academia must be keeping him sharp, assuming he’s indeed a professor here and not just someone randomly out for a twilight walk across campus.

“Do you teach here?” I ask, shy in his looming shadow.

“I used to,” he says. “Philosophy of science, among other things. I’m semi-retired and dedicate my time to alumni outreach these days. I’m Ludwig Eriksson.”

Alumni outreach … I realize I know his name.

“You’re the head of the Legatum Foundation,” I say, remembering the squiggle of his signature on the bottom of various letters I’ve received over the past year, an invitation to join the fully funded residential program among them. “You must’ve known my mom, Vera Koval. She went here in the early 2000s. I’m Adria Velde. Addie.”

As the words leave my lips, the professor stops in his tracks and studies me with renewed curiosity, eyes extra sharp, probing even.

“Of course!” His mouth stretches into a careful smile. “You look so much like her! Our dear Vera. I was so excited when you accepted the invite, Addie. Welcome to the Arches.”

When he shakes my hand, his skin feels too warm. My mind clouds but regains focus the moment the contact breaks.

Eriksson resumes walking, and I rush to keep up. The way he said my mother’s name, loaded with emotion I can’t untangle, puts me on edge. I have so much to ask him. But I have to tread carefully. I don’t really know what happened with Mom’s friend, only that it was bad. There must be a good reason Mom never talks about her time here.

“You taught my mom?” I ask before I overthink it. “By any chance, were you the one teaching The Concepts of Natural Science? It was one of her favorite subjects.”

Eriksson’s face darkens for a moment.

“I have indeed taught Vera, yes,” he confirms. “But not that subject. It was a colleague of mine, a good friend. Long gone, sadly. A tragedy.”

My ears perk up. “Oh. I didn’t know,” I say. “Sorry to bring it up. Mom rarely talks about her time here, but when she does it’s obvious this place meant a great deal to her. She gave me these lecture notes from her freshman subjects, to help me decide—”

“Your mom was special,” he interrupts, barely looking at me. “She and those friends of hers, they were all bright stars, inseparable. We expected great things from them. But alas. Of course, there’s always hope the next generation will get things right.”

He gives me a knowing look, like I’m in on whatever thing he’s getting at. But I’m at a loss. The way he talks about Mom, like she’s some disappointment, makes no sense. She’s a success story: a lawyer, a partner in a firm, with a perfect track record.

“Here we are—the reception,” Eriksson says before I can formulate my response.

We stop before an unremarkable door. The reception’s office hours on display send a wave of alarm through me: It’s about to close! Once again today I lost track of time, though on this occasion I blame it on being mesmerized by the professor’s magnetic presence.

And where the hell is Dad?

“This is where I leave you, Addie. I wish you a pleasant evening. Until we meet again, which will be soon, I think.”

Eriksson gives me a curt nod and walks away, promptly vanishing around the corner.

I shiver watching him leave, the sensation like an aftershock of the earthquake no one felt but me.

The ground is stable now, and the only disturbance is the one inside my mind.

THE VELDE FAMILY HOME VIDEO ARCHIVE

Addie recites “The End” from Now We Are Six by A.A. Milne (Addie is 6 years, 3 months)

Timestamp: 11.46 a.m.

A child’s bedroom. The camera glides, focusing on the bookshelves, the walls, adorned with My Neighbor Totoro and other Studio Ghibli posters, until it settles on Addie. She’s seated on the swanky pink rug, surrounded by toys and books. A drawing next to her shows a starless nighttime sky dominated by a misshapen, pale moon. The camera moves away, details blurring.

“What poem are you reciting for us today, Addie, and why have you chosen it?” Addie’s dad asks off camera.

“Now We Are Six. Because I’m six.” Addie’s sassy tone hints this is not the first take of the video.

Addie’s dad chuckles. “Proceed!”

Addie stands up, smooths down her dress, and starts reciting the verses with flair and dramatic gestures. When she’s finished, the camera is set down, pointing at her, as her father claps.

“That was so good!” he says. “Your babulya and deda are gonna love it.”

“When will they come?” Addie sits back on the rug and gingerly picks up a soft plush bunny.

“Not sure, sweetheart,” her father says. “Things have been busy at the ranch. But we’ll send you to visit them soon. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Addie’s response is swallowed by the sound of a doorbell.

“Hold that thought,” says Addie’s dad.

There are retreating steps, the sound of a door being unlocked, and then low voices conversing. The camera keeps rolling, centered on Addie.

“What’s that, Lady Mokosha? Lord Vlesh is bad again? Well, of course. The moonlight makes him a bully… .” Addie murmurs to the plush bunny, her face animated.

She flinches, drops the toy, and goes completely still.

She looks down, shaking her head stubbornly.

The camera captures her whispering, “Go away, go away, go away.”

Slowly, Addie lifts her head, facing the corner of the room outside of the camera’s angle. A wave of stillness goes over her body, her expression alarmed.

“Who are you?” she asks in a loud whisper, eyes trained on whatever’s in the corner. “What do you want?”

Something groans, a low, guttural sound that’s likely an audio distortion.

“Who are you talking to, kiddo?”

Dad is back.

The camera moves away from Addie.

The footage ends.





[image: images]

EIGHT

I’ve been here before.

Granted, I was floating in embryonic fluid at the time, but still.

Can a place recognize us after a long absence? Maybe the odd things I’ve been experiencing this afternoon are simply the campus saying hello and welcome. What if the localized earthquake that shook the ground beneath my feet is simply a big-scale version of a door sliding open on its own, a house acknowledging the new arrival?

I just wish the quake didn’t coincide with the sighting of a shadowy figure.

It’s true what they say about little kids existing on the boundary between worlds, often able to perceive things adults can’t. The difference between me and other kids, though, is that most leave their fantasies and their monsters behind as they grow up.

I didn’t.
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The Old Quad reception is a high-ceilinged office filled with drawers and shelves and folders and piles of papers and more drawers. But despite the clutter, the space is cozy and clean.

While I debate the pros and cons of ringing the honest-to-goodness hotel bell on the counter, a wizened woman emerges from behind the filing cabinets and comes over to the counter in a trail of dust. Her dandelion fluff hair gives her a few extra inches of height, making her seem too tall for this space. Or maybe it’s the room that’s too small, shrinking around her over time.

When the woman notices me, she stops dead in her tracks, a gasp slipping between her lips.

I’d be more shocked by her reaction if I hadn’t just run into Ludwig Eriksson earlier. It appears Mom left quite a mark on this campus in her day, and regardless of how I feel about it, I’m a dead ringer for Vera Koval.

“Hi! I’m Addie Velde,” I say when the woman stays quiet too long, staring at me. “Checking in for the orientation.”

“Ah, yes. Velde.” Her features smooth into a decent poker face. “Mrs. Ratichewski,” she says as she taps a manicured finger against her name tag, which just reads MANAGER.

“Nice to meet you,” I say.

After riffling through a nearby cabinet, Mrs. Ratichewski pulls out a white A4 envelope marked with my name. Instead of handing the envelope to me, she tears it open, spilling its contents on the counter.

“Oh.” The V-shaped frown between her eyebrows deepens.

“Something wrong?”

“Freshmen are normally placed in the Devana dormitory,” she says. “But looks like they had to put you in Mokosh. I’m certain this is temporary, just for the orientation,” she adds in a conciliatory tone, though I express no concern. “There must be a place reserved for you in Devana for the start of the semester.”

“Okay,” I say.

Come to think of it, I don’t recall Mokosh as one of the residential options. I’d definitely remember the odd name. When I turn it over in my mind, it’s as if it emits a signal, inviting me to follow, but where?

Mrs. Ratichewski continues to talk me through the contents of the envelope: an access fob; a room key; a cafeteria meal card; a laminated schedule printout, with the campus map on the back… .

“I know who you remind me of!” she says, her face lighting up like she’s solved a puzzle.

“Would that be my mom?” I give her a polite smile. “She went here. Like, twenty years ago.”

Is my every campus encounter going to be like this, Mom’s name conjured by strangers’ memories? The Arches is not a small university, having produced tens of thousands of alumni since Mom’s graduation. What makes her special?

“That’s right. Vera.” Mrs. Ratichewski’s eyes come alive, but the spark is short-lived, replaced almost immediately by a frown. “I remember her. Bright, but troubled. She and those friends of hers … Julia’s followers.”

She mutters the last bit under her breath, but I catch it. Julia’s followers? As in, Professor Julia? It makes it sound like my mother was in a cult. And troubled? My hackles rise. It is my birthright to complain about my parents, but when others do it I’m ready to pounce.

Before I can say something I’ll regret, the door behind me opens to admit my long-lost father. He brings with him the evening cool and a thick smell of cigarette smoke.

“Hello!” Dad gives Mrs. Ratichewski a dazzling smile. “I’m Aaron Velde. Addie’s dad. I hope you’ll all take good care of my kid. It’s her first time away from home.”

Whatever irritation I felt at Mrs. Ratichewski is swiftly replaced by good old Dad-related embarrassment. I brace for more of it to come as I look between my father and the woman behind the counter.

“Statistically speaking, the Arches is the safest campus in the state,” Mrs. Ratichewski says. “We take safety very seriously here, Mr. Velde, especially with our underage students. Your daughter will be sharing a room with a sophomore in a dormitory that’s equipped with a digital lock system and 24/7 surveillance. The campus is monitored by private security. By the way, there’s absolutely no smoking anywhere on campus.”

She raises a solitary eyebrow at my dad, in clear disapproval of the nicotine aura hanging about him.

“When can I meet my roommate?” I ask as Dad mutters an apology.

“You can go and meet her now, Ms. Velde.” Mrs. Ratichewski stuffs everything back into the envelope and slides it toward me. “Follow your map to the residential circle—Mokosh is on the very edge of campus. Oh, and welcome to the Arches.”

As Dad and I leave the reception, setting out for the dorms, I try not to dwell on how the name Mokosh makes me think of my immigrant grandparents and the language of their first home.

And there’s more.

As a kid, I had so many toys, never wanted for anything, and they all had these weird names I made up. Ladka, Vlesh … Mokosha. How did even I come up with those? They might’ve been my interpretation of things I overheard my grandparents saying.

But is it a coincidence that one of those names I thought I made up sounds a lot like the name of my dorm?

I hate feeling like this—taunted. Like something, some sentient presence, dangles this secret before me, but while the secret feels big enough to create its own gravitational pull, it still manages to hide in plain sight.

With every step I take toward the dorms, I feel like I’m getting closer to uncovering it.

What if I won’t like what I find?
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NINE

“At Le Bruin we had this legend about the statues coming alive at night and chasing students,” Dad says as we put the Old Quad behind us.

Dad loves to reminisce about his glorious days at Le Bruin. He wasn’t as high-achieving as Mom, but between throwing dorm parties and kicking a football around, he must’ve managed to do some studying. His office at the lab is filled with framed photographs of the smiling faces of his college friends and favorite professors. He attends every reunion, every alumni event, with religious fervor.

Normally, I’d eat up his college stories and ask for seconds, but hearing him talk about statues coming alive now fuels my anxiety. I note how he doesn’t mention the earthquake I felt, making me doubt myself anew.

Dad must sense the shift in the air, and my disquiet. Maybe that’s why he won’t stop talking.

“… the statues went after students who were out late and drinking. So don’t do that and you’ll be fine,” he goes on, undeterred by my silence.

“Okay, Dad. I won’t do that.” Granted, I haven’t seen a single statue anywhere today.

“But a little bit of fun is okay,” he adds. “Don’t tell your mother I said that. I don’t encourage underage drinking, but … do things in moderation, and never let your glass out of your sight when you’re at a party.”

“I vow to keep watch over any glassware in my possession.”

He laughs, the sound of it lifting my mood.

It’s past seven, the light’s fading quickly, the temperature dropping. Without conferring, we increase our pace, the suitcase rattling against the cobbled path. The oceanic breeze that felt glorious on my skin earlier turns frigid, unkind.

Up ahead, a semicircle of dormitories comes into view. I picture a moment when I can finally slip out of my shoes and feel the softness of pillow against my skin. I just hope the shadows will stay out of my dreams.

“You should go,” I tell Dad, noticing how tired he looks despite his good cheer and perkiness. “You still have the drive back. I’ll find the dorm myself.”

“I’d feel a lot better if I saw you off inside. I’d also like to meet your roommate.”

“Dad,” I say with all the gentle sternness I can muster as I meet his eyes in the gathering dark. “I’ll be fine.”

A nearby streetlamp comes to life, followed by another, then more, the falling dominoes of illumination. In the tender glow, my father looks younger than his age, more vulnerable.

“I’ll text you the moment I’m in,” I say as I reach for the suitcase.

“Fine.” He gives in. “Call me if there’s trouble. And be safe and follow the rules, but have fun too.”

I hug him while he’s still talking. The smell of tobacco is mostly gone and his familiar scent, of breezy aftershave, laundered polo shirts, and crisp apple shampoo, is back. The smell of home. My eyes grow heavy with unshed tears. I need to go before I start sobbing.

I promise Dad once again I’ll be careful, then take my luggage and hurry away.

The air around me shifts and ripples, the ocean’s presence permeating everything with marine fog and yearning. Or maybe the yearning is mine alone.

I’m on my own.

It hasn’t fully sunk in until now. The understanding sends a thrill down my spine, anxious doubts trailing not far behind. “On my own” is close to “alone” but also to “lonely.” I don’t mind being alone. I hate feeling lonely. I’ve certainly felt my share of loneliness—I’ve been homeschooled for long stretches of time, and it made me crave regular school like mad, even if most kids there didn’t exactly like me.

A boy in running gear gains on me out of the thickening fog.

I barely move away in time to avoid a collision. Our shoulders bump.

“Sorry!” he gasps, coming to a swift stop. “Didn’t see you there!”

He pulls out his EarPods and gives me a look-over as if checking for injuries. A thin patina of sweat glistens on his tanned skin. Most of him is covered in high-tech gear. Loose black shorts over black running tights, and a black top. Only his sneakers are neon pink, with white inserts glowing in the dark.

“Do you need help with that?” He points at my suitcase.

“Nope. But thanks.”

“I’m here for the orientation. I’m guessing you are too?” he says.

“Is it that obvious?”

He smiles with just the corners of his mouth. “The campus is pretty much empty but for a few of us. I’m Nick. Lanagan.”

“I’m Adria Velde. Just Addie.”

“Hi, just Addie.” He smiles again, then looks away.

Neither of us says anything for a stretched heartbeat.

“It’s creepy out here after dark,” I say, hoping to break the tension.

But also … it is creepy, too quiet and still. Shouldn’t there be noise? Nocturnal wildlife, nature, birds coming out to chill in the gloaming?

Nick runs a hand through his dark hair. “It is. But I hear the campus is very safe. You’re staying in Devana? It’s not far from here.” He gestures up the path. “Come on. I’ll take you there.”

He starts walking. I follow close by.

“I’m not in Devana though.” My voice rings too loud in the evening quiet. “I’m in Mokosh.”

“Mokosh? Didn’t realize it was in use.”

He slows down, his gaze landing on me in a different way. In the artificial glow of the streetlamps, I can’t tell if his eyes are hazel or gray, but they look concerned.

“It’s that one.” He points at a dark edifice standing slightly apart from the residential circle up the hill.

The streetlamps choose this moment to go off.

I yelp as we’re submerged in total darkness.
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TEN

Something brushes against my ankle in the dark, probably a leaf or an insect.

The light returns, the streetlamps igniting with a series of subdued clicks.

“That’s what happens when hungry students turn on their microwaves all at once.” Nick’s joke comes off shaky, neither of us laughs. I stare at the ground beneath my feet, looking for … what? A hole punched by a zombie hand rising from its grave?

The ground is smooth. But my ankle feels odd, tingling.

“Let’s go?” Nick looks as weirded out as I feel.

We walk the rest of the way in a hurry. The wheels of my suitcase keep getting caught in the cracks between the stones. The path is narrowing, the trees closing in. The palm fronds are completely black against the moonlight, and they’re whispering deeply in a way that’d be magical if it wasn’t so uncanny.

We reach a split in the road. I suspect the narrower offshoot will take me to Mokosh. Nick confirms as much when he gestures at the building hulking a certain distance away from the main residential cluster, close enough to still appear as if it belongs with the other dorms and far enough to seem different, older, something from another time.

“Do you want me to walk you all the way there?” he asks.

“I got it from here,” I say even though I don’t mind Nick’s company. He’s easy to talk to. Besides, the unpaved path ahead doesn’t exactly imbue me with confidence. But I put on a brave face. “See you tomorrow.”

“I look forward to it,” Nick says, sounding so earnest I blush.

I’m grateful for the darkness concealing my reaction.

I trek to Mokosh, which manages to look foreboding and inhospitable even in the friendly glow of Narnia-esque streetlamps.

The dorm’s entrance is marked by “1899” next to the familiar image of the well, both the number and the picture carved into stone in the way of the Old Quad symbol.

If 1899 is indeed the year Mokosh was built, that would mean the building predates the university’s founding in 1910. It’d explain why Mokosh looks derelict compared to the other dorms. It might also explain why the well pictured here is different from the one gracing the Arches’ coat of arms. The image on the wall here is simplified, reduced to its basic traits: a square base, a winch and a rope, a smudge of a bucket. Is it a well or gallows?

I actually know so little about the history of this area before the university’s founding. The Arches’ website boasts a “rich” backstory and an impressive lineup of successful alums, but it’s as if this land was an empty stretch the founders stumbled upon and claimed over a century ago.

I look closer at the carving, noticing a textured circle hanging over the well. The moon? But it’s rendered too big, gargantuan even, as if the artist wanted to make it beyond obvious what was being portrayed.

As a kid, I used to draw the moon obsessively, covering every blank page with its pale form against the black sky, a milky eye staring down at the world. Perhaps it was my way of calling to it, naively asking for protection from the things that lurked in shadows.

I shake off the discomfort brought on by scary memories and straighten my shoulders. The access fob, small and sleek, seems mismatched from this building. Mokosh calls for ancient, rusted keys that open ancient, rusted locks.

A loon wails somewhere above me, its mournful call rising and falling, coming off as theatrical, even mocking. Something shifts in my perception, and suddenly the periphery is crowding me. I’m light on my feet, the building swimming in my vision. When I reach for the wall to steady myself, it feels like the stones are breathing against my skin. Vibrations pass through my muscle and bone.

This place is not what it seems.
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ELEVEN

This place is not what it seems.

The thought is intrusive, as if planted in my head.

I had a long, weird day. I’m overstimulated, overwhelmed, and my mind is filled with questions. I take a long breath and step inside.

The empty lobby becomes a corridor. No desk at the entrance, no one to see me arrive. But the absence of human scrutiny doesn’t mean I’m not observed. A lone camera is keeping watch.

All is quiet but for a fluorescent hum saturating the air. The electric current buzzes through the building, chilling my veins. My fingers tighten around the suitcase handle as I pause to listen. But immediately, the hum retreats to the background, giving way to more mundane sounds—the shuffling of feet behind closed doors, faint giggles, hushed conversations.

I don’t linger.

I find my room and let myself in.

“Hello!” I say loudly, but the greeting falls on empty space.

I pull up my suitcase next to the unoccupied bed and sit on the mattress. After texting Mom and Dad, I take in the surreal landscape that is my roommate’s domain.

Dominating the view is the space behind her bed, the entirety of the wall plastered with photos, clippings, sketches … of symbols.

Some are familiar, most are not.

I recognize the hamsa, the stylized signs of the Chinese zodiac, some sigils from alchemy. That’s where my knowledge ends.

With all this esoteric goodness on display, I barely register how almost every surface of my roommate’s space, from her hastily made bed to the desk, chair, and nightstand, are covered with books and clothes.

Drawn to the wall’s cryptic glory, I go over for a closer look.

There are sigils hidden inside the swirls of graffiti sprayed on neglected buildings. Giant geoglyphs captured from a great height. Fiery eyes floating inside elaborate triangles. Herringbone arrows trapped in circles.

Mostly photos, but there are some hand-rendered images too, drawn simplistically as if in a rush.

“It’s for my app,” an accented voice says behind me.

I turn around and come face-to-face with a girl who appears too young to be in college. Fifteen? Sixteen? Her skin is light brown, and her black hair falls in soft waves just below her ears in a cute bob.

“What kind of app?” I ask without dropping the beat.

“I’ll show you,” she says.
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TWELVE

I learn that my roommate’s name is Olga Diaz and that she is nineteen—evidently, a very young-looking nineteen. She’s a sophomore, Russian-Peruvian, born and bred in Lima, here on some coding prodigy scholarship.

My resume doesn’t sound as exciting as hers, though she perks up when I introduce myself.

“Adria means ‘dark,’” she notes. “Or ‘from Adria’. The Adriatic Sea region.”

I’m named after my dad’s Italian grandmother, so that checks out.

I exhale a quiet sigh of relief. Our first meeting could’ve gone very differently. I’ve read horror stories of roommate relationships going sour from the start. But Olga seems … nice? Or just too focused on her own thing to have any leftover energy to be mean.

Introductions out of the way, Olga flops down on her bed, oblivious to the mess. Judging from her attire of gray tracksuit and white sneakers, I take it she’s sporty. I wonder if she’s a runner too, like Nick. If running is a thing here on campus, I won’t fit in. I don’t like spending too long in the company of my own thoughts, and running does that to me.

“Come over here.” Olga clears a spot on the bed for me. I take it, but carefully, afraid to crush something concealed in the mess of blankets. “Let me show you Olga Lens, my precious prototype. It’s just gone into beta testing. You can already download it.” She fiddles with her phone, bringing up the app’s interface. “Like Google Lens but for symbols.”

I watch her fingers, nails short and neat, as the app activates the phone’s camera.

Olga looks at me, roaming eyes settling on my neck.

“Let’s see …” She points the phone’s camera at my necklace, a blue nazar encased in gold. Babulya’s gift from long ago. To protect from evil eye and bad intentions.

There comes a digital ding, followed by the squeaky sound of a fax machine spitting out a piece of paper.

“In-app sounds are customizable,” Olga says. “But I like the fax thing, reminds me of when I was little.”

We have that in common. Before my dad got his current job supervising a biotech lab, he used to teach at a community college. The faculty there had an ancient fax machine still in use. I visited the place enough times to associate the sound of an arriving fax with spending time with Dad. Just the two of us, away from Mom’s weirdness.

Looking proud, Olga presents her phone’s screen, which shows the photo of my necklace and a generated text next to it that reads:

In Arabic, nazar means “sight” or “surveillance.” This eye-shaped amulet is believed by several ancient cultures to protect against the evil eye… .

Olga hands me the phone, and I scroll through the rest of the text, which describes nazar variations, outlining the symbol’s cultural and historical contexts, citing sources, and listing additional readings.

“But that was an easy one,” Olga comments. “Give me something difficult.”

She looks at me like I just carry around arcane symbols in my pocket.

Actually, maybe I do.

I pull out my phone and locate the photo of the symbol from the Old Quad wall. Olga studies the screen, practically vibrating with energy. She points her phone’s camera at it, and there comes the familiar ding, but instead of the fax noise—nothing.

“What’s happening?” I lean in closer, eager to see the result. But the app’s interface is blank.

“It didn’t recognize it.” Olga’s voice is washed of emotion. “It should.”

“Surely it can’t recognize every single symbol in existence?” I say, hating to sound patronizing. I don’t know what her app should and shouldn’t do. But if Olga notices the tone, she doesn’t care.

“You don’t get it. I need this to work,” she says. “It’s my ticket to grad school. And, yeah, it should recognize everything. Did you, like, scratch it into the wall yourself?” She glances at the photo again, her nose wrinkling with suspicion.

I shake my head. “Of course not! Spotted it at the Old Quad.”

Olga seems lost in thought.

“Well, that was … underwhelming.” She puts her phone away.

“Are you kidding?” I say. “You’re a freaking genius!”

“I suppose,” she says, the words drenched in sarcasm. “Can I see that thing again?” She gestures at my phone. “It looks kind of familiar. I must’ve seen it somewhere,” she murmurs at the screen. “Not at the Quad though … I must’ve missed something, some obscure database… .”

“Where do you think you saw it?”

I try not to sound too impatient. As if that might alert some mysterious forces to my interest … I realize that’s something Babulya would’ve said. In her worldview, supernatural forces lurked everywhere, here-and-not-here, close yet just out of reach, and there have always existed people wishing to bend those forces to their will, ensnaring spirits and energies with their hopes and desires. I’ve always found the idea fascinating. I understand the appeal of tapping into some well of power, even if I don’t believe in any of this supernatural stuff.

Olga ignores my question, giving me a probing look instead.

“You’re one of the special ones, aren’t you?” she asks, sounding different from when she was talking about her app, less excited.

“What do you mean?”

“A legacy.” She smirks and stands up, proceeding to move the clothes and books from the bed to the floor. I get out of the way, relocating to my own bed.

She fluffs her thin pillow a little too vigorously.

“Yeah. My mom went here,” I say. “It’s not an uncommon thing,” I add, feeling a little defensive after catching Olga rolling her eyes.

Do I stink of privilege and, if yes, how bad?

“You don’t look the type,” she says, shedding her sneakers and climbing under the covers in her tracksuit.

“Thanks?”

“But there’s definitely something about you. I’ve run into those other kids in the program, the ones in Devana, four legacies, and they all have a similar feel about them.”

I take it whatever that feel is isn’t good.

“How did you end up in the Crypt?” she asks, peeking from her nest of blankets.

“The Crypt?”

She gestures around her. “This place, my girl. This is where they put the poor scholarship kids and assorted misfits. I obviously belong here. You obviously don’t.”

“Dunno. Maybe they messed up the schedule or ran out of space in Devana. But they assured me I have a place reserved there for when the semester starts, so I’ll be out of your hair then.”

Olga says nothing, but her hitched exhale implies skepticism.

“By the way, what’s with all these dorm names? Mokosh, Devana?” I ask.

“Oh, that’s easy. They’re all named after old-timey gods and such,” she says, like it’s the most boring thing ever. “… Actually, that gives me an idea about that symbol you found …”

I have follow-up questions, but she grabs her phone and starts typing with furious determination. Is this how it’s going to be to share a room with Olga Diaz—one moment she’s about to reveal to me the mysteries of the universe, the next she’s deep into solving some twisty coding problem?

My stomach chooses this moment to growl, reminding me I haven’t eaten since Dad and I stopped at an In-N-Out more than five hours ago. I’m pretty sure I missed out on the cafeteria dinner and, even if I didn’t, I wouldn’t want to trek there and back alone in the dark.

“There’s food in my desk’s top drawer, legacy girl. You’re welcome to it,” Olga says from under the blanket, never stopping her typing.

I’m not too proud to reject the offer. I raid the drawer, finding saltine crackers, cookies, and assorted sweets. There are cups of instant noodles too, but I settle for things I can easily cram into my mouth without preparation. Morochas and Doña Pepa. Never heard of these, but it doesn’t stop me from savoring their crunchy, sweet goodness.

“Thank you,” I say. “I’ll make sure to refill your stash.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she mutters without looking at me. “You can’t just find this stuff in any shop.”

“Challenge accepted,” I say. She snorts, but it’s not a mean sound.

My stomach full of snacks, I check out our room’s only window. The blinds are down, making “the Crypt” an apt description.

I lift the blinds and peek outside. As I take in the view, a disorienting, all-consuming feeling of déjà vu races through me, leaving chills in its wake.

Because right there, at the center of the enclosed backyard, stands a creeptastic, gloomy, The Ring–worthy well.
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THIRTEEN

There it stands, bathed in moonlight.

The well, like a guillotine on its blood-stained pedestal.

“Hey? Olga?” I say, unable to tear my eyes away from the window. “Can’t help but notice we have quite the view.”

I imagine opening the window and leaning out to touch the well. My fingers prickle in anticipation of the sensation that doesn’t come.

“Let’s keep the blinds down, yeah? That thing gives me nightmares.”

“Is it the well from the logo?”

“It most definitely inspired it,” she says, sitting up in bed and putting aside her phone.

The swiftly vanishing light paints her face with greenish brushstrokes, giving her complexion a sickly tint.

“Why is it sealed?” I ask, noticing the well is covered up, with chains going over its lid and meeting at the base, secured by a padlock.

“Because students kept falling in,” she says with a dark chuckle. “You don’t know much about this place, do you? I don’t blame you… . The powers that be don’t make it easy, but you can dig up a few things if you know where to look.”

“I hope you’re going to tell me what those things are.” I try to suppress my anxious curiosity but fail. “Or is it like a rite of passage—I have to uncover these things on my own?”

“I’ll tell you what I know.” She shrugs. “Or even better, show you. My girlfriend, Daphne, investigated this stuff for her journalism class. What’s your number? I’ll send you a link.”

Olga rubs her eyes, picks up her phone again. In a moment, I hear the ding of a notification.

“Hey, I need to get some sleep. Can you close the blinds?” She pulls the blanket over her head, done talking.

I do as asked, but not before catching one last glimpse of the yard, the well cut sharply against the pale illumination. The palm trees in the background look like cardboard props on an eerily lifelike stage.

“Don’t stare at it for too long, legacy girl,” Olga says from inside her blanket fort. “Daphne had nightmares about the damn thing for weeks after snooping around.”

“What happened?” I ask.

“Just watch the video.”

A DISAPPEARANCE BY THE DEVOURING WELL

Video transcript of Daphne Corraline’s investigative report [submitted for an assignment in JOURN 200: Newswriting and Reporting]

Video footage centers a young Black woman, dressed in blue jeans, a white button-down, a beige coat, and a baseball cap. She is slender, with long braids and a determined expression. She seems excited, practically bouncing with energy.

She is outside, a lapel microphone hooked to her coat. A red brick building behind her. It’s an overcast day, wisps of fog clinging to the ground.

“Hello. This is Daphne Corraline, with my contribution to Where Do I Begin?, an investigative series run by the journalism students at the University of the Arches. For my piece I’ve chosen to investigate a certain urban myth connected to our campus, specifically to the Mokosh dormitory, known among its residents as the Crypt.

“A leftover from the days before the campus was founded, Mokosh is one of the original buildings in the area, marked with the sign of a well, which has likely inspired the university’s coat of arms. Aside from its gloomy vibe, Mokosh is perhaps most known for housing the very well in its backyard. Allow me to show you.”

Daphne beckons the cameraperson to follow her as she squeezes through a hole in the chain-link fence. She approaches the well, which in the light of day looks more sad than sinister.

“We’re not really supposed to be here, so let’s be quick,” Daphne says in a stage whisper. “Here it is, the infamous Devouring Well, aptly named by an anonymous graffiti artist.”

Daphne gestures at the stylized words spray-painted on the side of the well. Upon closer inspection, the entirety of the well is covered in writing, in different hands and mediums, words carved and scratched into stone, drawn and painted all over the foundation.

“On the surface, the well is just an odd relic from long ago, a piece of history, but the Arches students learned to fear it all the same. An anonymous source currently residing in Mokosh told me the well frequently features in her nightmares. While researching, I came across what might be the only record of a possible crime connected to the well.

“Fourteen years ago, a student who used to live in Mokosh witnessed something horrific right here, in this very spot,” Daphne goes on. “I tracked him down, and he agreed to answer my questions about that night. He wishes to remain anonymous. Let’s call him Anthony.

“The incident took place in 2008, when Anthony was a freshman at the Arches. Stories of hauntings and strange occurrences were circulating among the students at the time, with people reporting sightings of dark figures that followed them at night, and some claiming to hear taps on their dorm room windows. Anthony told me his then-girlfriend swore she once saw a face staring at her through the window, its skin like a death mask bathed in the light of the full moon. But Anthony’s own testimony is different. He swears he witnessed an actual crime connected to the Mokosh well.

“On the night in question, Anthony came out here on a dare. It’s a thing some Arches freshmen still do to this day—sneak out here, walk up to the well, and say the summoning words. But Anthony had barely made it to the fence when he spotted a dark figure dragging an unconscious man to the well, which was unsealed at the time. The assailant was wearing a black cloak or a cape with a hood. What could be seen of their face was deathly white. Anthony remembered the moon was full that night, the assailant’s skin reflecting its light.

“Acting on impulse, Anthony shouted at the dark figure, hoping to scare them off, but instead the assailant went airborne, threw the victim into the well, and then flew at Anthony. Anthony’s memory is patchy after that, but his body kept the score. He recalls how badly his hands were scratched, as if by talons, and there were marks and bruises all over him. He was in bad shape when he was found by a security guard after another student called in to report strange noises.

“When later the police searched the grounds, including inside the well, they found nothing suspicious. Definitely no dead body. But a young man had indeed gone missing from campus that night. Max Kader was last seen by his roommate earlier in the evening as he was leaving for a date. He never made it to his destination.

“Max Kader is still missing, while Anthony has recurring nightmares about the clawed assailant with deathly pale skin. But Max’s disappearance was determined to be unconnected to the Arches, Anthony’s account written off as that of a stressed student going through grueling exams. To this day the Devouring Well remains embedded into the collective student psyche as a thing to be avoided and feared.”

The camera moves past Daphne, circling the well, zooming in on the chains and the padlock. All along the edge, where the stone seal meets the brick, deep scratch marks cover the area. Like from curving knives. Or sharp talons.

“Oh shit, someone’s coming—gotta go!” Daphne snaps out of her proper reporter tone, swearing under her breath.

The camera jolts, going sideways, the sounds of running and hitched breathing in the background.

The jumpy footage captures someone approaching the well from the opposite side of the yard. A woman, carrying a medium-sized cooler. She’s wearing all black, including a low-sitting beanie. Her face is a blur.

The woman yells something after Daphne, but the reporter and her cameraperson are too busy escaping through the gap in the chain-link fence.

A forceful, otherworldly gasp sounds close to the camera.

The footage cuts off.





[image: images]

FOURTEEN

I can’t sleep after watching Daphne’s report.

This is not at all what I was expecting when Olga sent me the link.

This is too much. Too weird.

I thought Daphne was going to speculate about the past of this land, the symbols left behind, but Anthony’s account … It feels too close to home. And I mean that literally—the well is right out there, outside my window.

I put the phone away and close my eyes. I was so pumped for the video, now I want to exile it from my mind. Especially that weird, disturbing sound at the very end, like a ghostly intake of air. Ugh.

I hope Olga can introduce me to her girlfriend though. Because I have questions.

But what I really need right now is sleep.

I have never had to share a room with anyone before. Nothing prepared me for the relinquished privacy of dorm living. But I count myself lucky. Olga is quiet and so still in her bed, I can barely hear her breathing.

It’s too silent. Like a crypt.

My roommate’s display of symbols adds to the uncanniness of it all. The decorated wall tugs at my senses, even with my eyes closed. I can almost hear Babulya Irina’s voice, cautioning me against messing with things I don’t understand. Words have power, but so do symbols, she’d say. And as far as the rules of witchcraft and magic go, sigils don’t just represent a thing—deity, wish, hex—they are the thing. According to this logic, Olga’s wall is loaded with otherworldly power.

I turn away, my back to this power.

My bare feet curl against the cold, uneven ground, a shudder travels down my spine.

Ground? It rushes at me with an out-of-body delay: I’m outside, in the wind-swept Mokosh backyard, where the sealed well rises over the fog like a dark iceberg.

This place feels alert. Something is watching me.

A shift in perception, a glitch in the brain. I’m asleep, dreaming. Of course I am. I must be.

But reaching this conclusion doesn’t wake me up as it should. Instead, I’m falling deeper and deeper.

Acidic fear surges through my veins. I shouldn’t be out here.

I need to get inside. Need to get away.

Daphne’s narration is replaying in my head. It’s a thing some Arches freshmen still do to this day—sneak out here, walk up to the well, and say the summoning words.

Terror like bile rises from my stomach, gurgling in my throat.

It’s a good thing I don’t know the summoning words. That way I can’t say them, not even in my sleep.

The cold ground digs into the soles of my feet. Using pain as my compass, I race across the yard, aiming for the dorm at a distance.

I pass the well, two words hammering in my mind, a Mayday signal from a sinking ship: Don’t look.

But I look. Can’t help it. As if some external force grabs me by the chin and forces my head to turn.

Up close, the well is bigger, glistening with mist. And it’s moving, undulating like prehistoric jellyfish. Breathing.

The stone seal is broken.

This revelation is like a slap smarting against my skin.

Can’t look away. The seal on the ground in pieces, the chains, the padlock, everything sliced to shreds, a heap of twisted metal.

What did that? What kind of force cut through those chains like they were paper?

I’m sprinting for my life.

Dream or no dream. Real or not real. I need to get the hell out of here.

The backyard stretches, expands, determined to keep me here, to entrap me until whatever broke the well’s seal comes for me. My feet are screaming, as if the ground’s made of needles, but I don’t stop. I can’t.

I reach the back entrance to the dorm and turn my pajama pockets inside out in search for the access fob. The familiar shape of it brushes against my fingertips. I exhale in relief.

The door unlocks with a beep. I scramble over, pausing on the threshold.

I look back, like Orpheus looked back.

I see hands emerging from the well. Death-white. Exsanguinated. Fingers thin, elongated, talons sharp as blades. Oh, the awful screech of them as they scrape against stone.

A scream builds, builds, builds, but never breaks out of my throat.

I open my eyes in the predawn dark.

My chest aches with terror while the soles of my feet prickle, still bearing the imprint of the rough ground.

THE VELDE FAMILY HOME VIDEO ARCHIVE

Visiting Babulya and Deda in Sonoma, Part 1 (Addie is seven)

Timestamp: 7.04 p.m.

Pixelated white noise gives way to a sweeping desert landscape at nightfall.

The camera moves, settling on a modest ranch house, surrounded by dull green shrubbery. Bathed in the porch light, a lone duo of cacti flank the entrance like sentinels.

Painted on the house’s white stucco are a handful of images: three-petaled flowers, rhomboid shapes, birds in pairs.

“Babulya and Deda live here,” Addie says off-screen as the camera zooms in on the front door, then on the images. “Babulya says the pictures protect the house.”

Timestamp: 7.36 p.m.

Inside, the curtains have been drawn for the night, but the living room is well lit, cheerful. A jazzy tune, a woman singing in Belarusian, is playing in the background.

The camera focuses on a little home altar tucked in the corner. Wrapped in shimmering fairy lights, silver-framed icons of Orthodox saints mingle with faceless rag dolls in traditional dress, their heads adorned with twigs and dried flowers. One doll has a set of curving wooden horns.

“Mom is unpacking,” Addie says, reaching for a door that opens into a bedroom. “Mom?”

The camera shifts sideways, sweeping over a dark corner, where something swiftly moves out of view.

The curtains are open wide, the light of the full moon creating a faint path that bifurcates the space.

An odd rumbling sound kicks in, saturating the video’s background.

“Dad gave me the camera to get footage! Mom?” Addie calls out.

The camera searches the room, settling on Vera. Frozen in the path of moonlight, she stands perfectly still, looking inside a wardrobe and holding a folded sweater in her hands. On the bed behind her is an open suitcase.

“Mom? You being funny again?” Addie’s voice shakes.

The camera approaches Vera’s unmoving shape.

The footage jumps, partially drowning in white noise.

Timestamp: 7.48 p.m.

Vera is facing the camera, her eyes open but unfocused, irises too dark. Addie’s hitched whimpers can be heard in the background as Vera’s body moves like a marionette. Uneven, wrong.

The rumbling noise rises, morphing into pounding vibrations, drowning out all other sound.

The video shakes, distorts, the disturbance making it look as if Vera is rising above the ground, her feet scraping the floor.

Deafening white noise.

The video cuts off.
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FIFTEEN

The room comes into focus.

6:13 a.m., my phone informs me.

Still dark. I’m alone. Olga’s bed is empty, sheets and blankets in a heap.

Sleep has abandoned me, but it’s for the best. Wouldn’t want to go back to the desolation of the haunted backyard the moment I close my eyes again. But even awake, the wrongness of the nightmare lingers, clinging to my skin. Menacing figures are in the room with me, they hide in the shadows.

And there’s a tapping sound. Fingers rapping against glass. The window.

I hold my breath and listen, a cold chill spreading through my body.

The monsters have come for me. The shadows are here to claim me, to drag me into the dark… .

I gasp for air.

Reality realigns. Things fall into place.

In a room nearby, someone is typing away. The unmistakable noise of fingers hitting keyboard. My heartbeat slows. Must be a student, working on a late assignment. Or blasting through a sealed vault with their elfin sword.

The first rays of light slither in through the gaps in the blinds, painting the room in stripes. Sigils watch me from Olga’s wall of mystery. My roommate claims she can’t remember where she saw the symbol I found, and I have no reason not to believe her. But why can’t I get over this feeling that there’s something she’s not telling me?

I leave the bed and move quietly to the window, unsure why I’m creeping about. I make a gap in the blinds and peek outside. The dawn is fledgling, but there’s enough light for me to see the yard, the well, everything. The well is sealed (of course) and solid (none of that feverish undulating). It looks so different in the morning, barely a hint of wrongness clinging on, already being washed away by the relentless march of light.

As a kid I thought my nightmares were real and not something my mind made up. I couldn’t tell the difference. Shadows crawled about, watching me silently, and for a while I thought everyone could see them, not just me.

Shadows were always there. I didn’t fear them for a while. Until I did.

I was around six the first time I felt the touch of fear against my throat. It’s actually my first distinct memory. I was playing with my toys, reciting a poem for home video. I must’ve been left alone for a minute when I felt a cold draft against my face. Something compelled me to look up. I saw it then, an outline of a tall person, a dark shadow I could see through. It had no face or eyes per se, but I could feel its stare on me all the same. It didn’t speak, but I could tell it wanted to.

I sat there, paralyzed by fear, until Dad found me, and then I cried so hard.

I remember Dad’s face, drawn tight by a fear of his own. His fear for me.

The shadows didn’t disappear over time. They stayed. But their sightings became rare as I got older. Still, I’ve seen enough of them in my seventeen years to get used to them. I still sense a tingling of fear in my chest when there’s a sighting, but it helps to know that even if these monsters are real, all they do is watch.
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I have time before I need to start getting ready. I think about what lies ahead: the orientation, meeting my fellow incoming freshmen, other legacies. Seeing Nick again.

The preview of my new life is rosy.

Amazing how much clarity a new day brings.

But there are other things too, not so rosy.

The photo from Mom’s lecture notes. Bright and hopeful faces of people unaware something bad is coming for them.

Weird reactions from those who remember Mom as a student.

Olga’s obsession with symbols. Daphne’s musings about the well. My nightmare.

All of it retreats to the back of my mind, for now, giving way to the cheerfulness of the day.
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I grab the room key and retrieve my shower things. Time to brave the shared bathrooms. Unlike last night when I arrived at this unsettling, slightly vibrating building, this morning the dorm is abuzz with activity and far from empty. I offer awkward hellos and nods as I run into stern-faced girls in the common spaces. While Devana must be coed, Mokosh appears to be girls-only. Things must’ve changed since that guy from Daphne’s video, Anthony, lived here years ago. Perhaps girls just have a higher tolerance for uncanniness. I try not to stare at the faces of my fellow Mokosh residents, though I can’t help but wonder if any of them ever had strange dreams about the campus or the well. Their expressions are impenetrable.

I’m quick and efficient in the shower, the tight-fitting stall discouraging an indulgent visit. It’s not until I’m patting myself dry that I notice an unusual bruise circling my ankle, the same ankle something brushed against last night during the blackout. I didn’t realize the contact left a mark. The bruised skin doesn’t hurt but tingles when I touch it. Weird.

Back in the room, freshly showered and more focused on the here and now, the uncertainties of the day ahead creep up on me all at once. Starting with breakfast. I hate this part. Not the breakfast but trying to make friends all over again.

My school attendance was intermittent, broken up by the stretches of homeschooling. And whenever I returned to school, it was rarely the same school twice. There were “incidents”… . Each of them prompted my parents to take me out of the system and keep me at home for a time, before trying again later with a different school. Mom and Dad took turns as “teacher,” but I’ve always been well suited to independent study anyway. As far as the incidents were concerned, my memories are patchy, like I was a passenger in my own body. I once overheard Mom and Dad talking about it, citing my powerful imagination, how I didn’t always know the difference between real and made-up.

Imagination or not, I blamed the shadows for the things I allegedly did at school. Especially that one time in sixth grade I felt inspired to fetch a lighter from the top shelf in the kitchen and slip it into my schoolbag. My memory gets sketchy after that, but apparently, I drew something scary in a classmate’s textbook, then tried to set it on fire, all while muttering an invocation under my breath. What I do remember well is my teacher’s face—mouth shaped in a comical O, eyes open so wide I thought they might fall out of her skull. I remembered smelling smoke and hearing my classmates shouting my name. Some were laughing, others crying. A boy called me a Satanist and asked if I was friends with the devil.

After that I didn’t return to formal schooling for years. But high school proved an unexpected reprieve. I was promptly befriended by a group of semi-popular girls despite my unsmiling nature and predilection for dark clothes. They took me in, and I was accepted just like that, as if by a swish of a magic wand. I didn’t question this gift. If only it could happen again, today. If the shadows that used to watch me from every corner were real, I could appeal to them and ask for help. But they aren’t.

I have only myself to rely on.
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SIXTEEN

The campus map leads me to the cafeteria.

Despite the sunshine, the chill of the morning clings to the ground, hides in the spaces between the trees. The buildings I pass on my way are cut sharp against the air; the wind whistles in the palm fronds above.

The ocean makes itself known too—its spirit is in the air and in the fog that clings to the ground, already turning to wisps. It’s easy to mistake seagulls for bleached bones, until they take off from the dewy grass.

The path is following its own rules, unfolding, circling, trying to send me off course. But I keep on, eyes glued to the map.

Looking up, I spot a dark figure about a hundred feet away, leaning out from behind a tree, as if playing hide-and-seek. Its face is a blur, and I can see straight through it, like it’s a twilight filter superimposed over the bright day.

Shit.

My second visitation in less than twenty-four hours.

Coming to campus really threw me off my game, made me less vigilant.

I may be out of practice, but I remember how to manage the sightings.

Close my eyes and count to five. My fingers reach for the nazar in the crook of my neck. Babulya’s calm, heavily accented voice comes as a memory. I imagine salt, spilled around me in a circle; a mirror between me and what scares me; a wall of protection sending ill intent back to its source. I believe myself invincible.

My anxiety lets go, the knot of fear untying from my neck. When I open my eyes, the world around me is crisp and clear and empty of sentient shadows.

The sun warms my skin, and the last remnants of the encounter evaporate from my system.

I walk the rest of the way at an energetic pace, exhaling in relief when I spot the cafeteria.

ATTENTION: EARLY ACCESS ORIENTATION STUDENTS GRAB YOUR BREAKFAST-TO-GO AND PROCEED TO THE BURNING LAWN.

The temporary signage by the entrance reassures me I’m at the right place. I take a deep breath, then enter the domed building. Despite its church-like exterior, the cafeteria smells of bacon and pancakes.

I readjust my backpack and head for the counter. My meal card gets me a plate of scrambled eggs with tofu and grilled tomatoes on the side, also a fruit salad and a bottle of water.

As I wonder how I’m going to find this Burning Lawn, I spot another handy sign, which sends me to the grounds behind the cafeteria. It looks like something straight out of the Arches’ recruitment brochures, a verdant mirage of drought-savvy irrigation, dotted here and there by groups of carefree students, laughing and eating.

I recognize Nick from afar, and before I know it my legs are carrying me in the direction of his group, where they are lounging on picnic blankets under a large jacaranda. Thankfully, no rogue shadows lurk behind the tree.

I count eleven students, plus a thirtysomething white woman with short curly hair and muddled green eyes. There’s a clipboard on her lap, a large reusable coffee mug resting against her thigh.

The light tap of her fingers against the clipboard sends me back to the ungodly hour at the crack of dawn when I woke up alone in the dark, certain that something had followed me from my nightmare and was now at my window.

“You must be Adriana Velde,” the clipboard woman says as I approach, sounding exactly like someone entrusted with a bunch of minors would. Mildly stressed, trying to hide it.

All eyes on me, I attempt a friendly smile.

“It’s Adria. Addie. That’s me.” I internally groan at my awkwardness.

“Okay, perfect, that’s everyone then,” the woman says, setting the clipboard aside. “I’m Karina Drek, your orientation facilitator. This is your group—we’ll stick together for the duration of the program. Come join us, meet everyone.”

She gestures at the only available spot—next to a boy with lightly tanned skin, dark hair curling from under his San Jose Sharks baseball cap.

“Hey.” He turns to face me, as Karina’s attention shifts to her coffee. “I’m Alister.”

He offers to shake my hand, and I can’t decide if the old-fashioned gesture is odd or endearing. But I accept, reaching for him a fraction of a second before my brain registers the movement. I always run cold due to anemia caused by heavy periods and seasonal malaise, so everyone feels a little too warm to me. But Alister’s skin is so hot it shocks me. I manage not to pull my hand from his grip, but just barely. I exhale subtly in relief when he lets go. Don’t know what the hell that was. I only hope he didn’t notice my grimace.

Most of his face is cast in shadow, but what I see of it strikes me as familiar. He reminds me of … of Nick, actually.

As the group returns to their conversations, I take the moment to scan their faces. Much to my disappointment, Nick is at the far side of the blankets. As if he can feel my eyes on him, he glances my way, acknowledges me with a curt nod, then looks away quickly. I shouldn’t be moved by what feels like polite dismissal, but my heart has other plans, beating fast and furiously in protest.

“That’s my brother over there,” Alister says, noticing me staring at Nick. “I’m the better-looking one,” he adds, a bit smugly.

It’s not immediately obvious, but Nick and Alister are twins.

I’ve only ever met twins once before. I was ten and taking swimming lessons with a bunch of other kids. Taryn and Maya were in my group. They were still at that age when they didn’t mind their parents dressing them alike, down to identical pink scrunchies in their hair. But the moment they opened their mouths and started talking, their personalities came through. No mistaking them then.

Unlike Taryn and Maya, whose aesthetics were controlled by their parents, Nick and Alister clearly go out of their way to look different. Nick’s hair is cropped short, styled in an edgy, athletic way. He’s wearing dark jeans and a black button-down with the sleeves rolled up to show off his lean-muscled arms, while Alister is dressed for summer and the beach, beige cargo shorts and a white tee. And he looks kind of buff.

“You’re both average-looking,” says a white girl across from me. She bares her teeth at Alister in a snarky grin, then gives me a softer, more natural smile.

Without an immediate comeback, Alister smirks at the girl before looking away from us both and seamlessly finding his way into another conversation.

“I’m Ellie,” the girl says as she scooches over, pushing Alister to the side. “Short for Elise-Eva Zimmer, courtesy of my pretentious parents.”

Elise-Eva Zimmer, aka Ellie, doesn’t try to shake my hand, and for that I’m grateful.

Ellie’s honey-blond hair, pulled up into a high ponytail, shines in the sunlight. Freckles dust the tops of her cheeks and the entirety of her nose. But then I register what she’s wearing, and that’s all I can see. A red faux leather pantsuit over a frilly white blouse. Completing the ensemble is a gold and red Fabergé egg–shaped purse that sparkles under the sun.

“I’ve lost a bet, so I must wear this,” Ellie says, gesturing at the outfit.

“Wow” is all I can say.

At least her sensible shoes compensate for the impracticalities of the attire.

“Indeed. Which reminds me.” Ellie extracts her phone from the Fabergé atrocity and snaps a selfie from an angle that shows off the outfit. “My best girl demands evidence.”

I look over her shoulder as she sends off the photo with a single line of text: PROOF, BITCH.

An empty plate on Ellie’s lap reminds me I need to eat. The eggs have gone cold and rubbery, so I settle on the fruit.

“So. When did you arrive?” Ellie asks, phone away, attention on me. “Didn’t see you in the dorms over the weekend.”

“Just got in last night,” I say. “You’re all in Devana, right? I’m in Mokosh.”

If Ellie has any preconceived ideas about my tomb-like dorm, she doesn’t show it.

“You’ll have to come and hang out at Devana with us,” she says before tapping someone nearby on the shoulder. “Addie, meet Shelby Osmond, or Bee as they prefer. We’ve got neighbouring rooms, so naturally we’ve become the best of friends.”

“Hi there.” Bee looks up at me with a smile that feels genuine. “Cool hair.”

I offer my thanks as I check out Bee’s style in turn, hair down one side in a lush braid, its light brown color matching the hazel of Bee’s eyes. I also take note of a pronouns badge pinned to Bee’s backpack that says SHE/THEY.

“That’s handy.” I nod at the badge.

“My sister made it; she sells them on Etsy,” Bee says, their face lit up. “She can make all kinds of stuff.”

“Does that mean you prefer when people alternate?” I ask, to be sure.

“Yep,” Bee says. “What about you?”

“‘She’ is fine,” I say.

“I can ask my sister to make you a badge—” Bee starts to say, but Ellie interrupts her by putting her head on their shoulder.

“I love how you never miss a chance to promote Mish’s business,” Ellie says in a snarky but benevolent way.

“Did you two know each other before the program?” I ask, a little jealous of their easy rapport.

“Nope,” Bee says. “But Elise-Eva can become anyone’s best friend in record time, if she puts her mind to it. Right, Elise-Eva?”

“Don’t call me that.” But Ellie is smiling.

The conversation is cut short when Karina announces we need to get moving. I scramble to finish my breakfast.

“You can return your trays over there.” Karina points at the collection point. “We’ll kick off with a campus tour. As you might already know, our beautiful campus was founded over a century ago… .”

We follow Karina, ducklings tailing mama duck, as she launches into it, her manner well-practiced but not boring, naming buildings as we pass them.

The Contemporary Arts Gallery. The Commons. The Humanities Hub.

Over a century is a long time for a place to grow, and the university’s age is reflected in the architectural diversity around us, differing styles showcasing the evolution of the campus through the decades. But if Karina is full of details and anecdotes about the Arches’ modern history, she’s terse when it comes to anything old. The university’s website is similarly scarce on detail, but it does say the land on which the university stands was acquired from the state after the previous owners vacated. Is this a blatant case of whitewashing history or something even more sinister?

The old and new sections of the campus are not clearly demarcated, no clear-cut lines run between the past and the present, but the area’s older buildings breathe mystery. Their stature is shorter, bricks darker, and their windows watch our group’s progress too intently.

I feel this unseen surveillance as a phantom weight on my shoulders. But I straighten my back and look on ahead.

I won’t be intimidated by this place.
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SEVENTEEN

Karina’s narration lulls me into a state of safety and normalcy.

With every step across the sun-drenched campus, I feel more unburdened, lighter on my feet, excited about the future.

Last night’s bizarre dream seems ridiculous. And so do my sightings of shadowy figures.

I barely even think of my mother and her secrets. Of Tammy and Pete. Of Julia.

Not letting myself overthink it, I try to catch up with Nick at the front of the group. Not sure what I’m going to say, just keen to talk to someone I know. And Nick draws me in like a damn moth to a golden flame.

Nick reminds me of Sam Chavez, a friend I made during one of my brief stints in formal schooling. Sam was earnest and easy to talk to, and he carried a sketchbook around. He once drew a portrait of me as an otherworldly entity, a cross between Wednesday Addams and Medusa, black hair writhing like a demonic halo. He said it was my shadow side, a hidden aspect of my personality most people couldn’t perceive. That was all I got out of him. Halfway through the year, Sam’s parents divorced, and he moved interstate with his mother. He left me my “shadow side” portrait to remember him by. I still have it somewhere at home.

What would’ve happened if Sam stayed in California? Would we still be friends? I don’t develop friendships easily, so when I have that special feeling of warmth in my anemic chest, it means I’m in the presence of someone worth knowing.

Yesterday it came alive around Nick.

But before I can get closer to Nick, Alister falls into step with me. “You’re legacy, right? Me too, and Nick. Our parents met here as students back in the day.”

“How did you know I was legacy?” I ask, hiding my annoyance at being slowed down.

“I have my ways.” Alister smiles mysteriously, then adds in a stage whisper, “I took a peek at Karina’s clipboard. Ellie and Bee are also legacies, and I believe the five of us are it for the entire intake this year.”

“What difference does it make, legacy or not?” I ask, wondering if it’s a coincidence or something else that the legacy students gravitated toward one another without being prompted.

“Our schedule is a bit different. We get to go to special parties,” Alister says with a smile that would look subtle on Nick but just comes off as smug on Alister’s too-handsome face.

Without breaking my stride, I pull out the program and skim the schedule with fresh eyes. Some activities are indeed marked with a symbol. It’s tiny, but the moment I pay attention, it’s all I see.

An inverted triangle crowned with a crooked set of horns. The symbol from the Old Quad’s wall, the one Olga’s app failed to identify.

“Do you know what it means?” I ask Alister, pointing out the sigil.

We’re tailing the group now, no one paying attention to our conversation. Still, I keep my voice low, subconsciously secretive.

“Nope.” He shrugs. “Though the founders of the Arches were into esoteric stuff, so probably something to do with that… . Whoa, they put you in Mokosh?”

Shock briefly twists his face, his casual demeanor slipping when he spots my residential allocation printed at the top of the schedule. He is quick to collect himself, but not quick enough.

“Everywhere else was full,” I say with a practiced nonchalance. “But Mokosh is growing on me already. I especially love this super-old well I can see from my window.”

“They used to throw apostates down that well,” Alister says with an odd smile.

I trip over the paved path, and Alister’s hand flies out to steady me. I murmur thanks. As he lets go, I resist the urge to rub the patch of skin where his too-warm fingers touched me.

I’d take the apostates comment as a joke if not for Daphne’s video, which left a mark.

“Why would they keep something so horrible on campus?” I ask. “Let alone put it on the crest?”

“The well is likely protected as a heritage site,” Alister says. “Or maybe there are people left on campus who keep the tradition alive. Wouldn’t be the first time for that kind of revival.”

His tone turns quirky, making it difficult to judge if he’s being serious.

“What do you mean?” I ask, studying his profile in sideways glances. “I’m curious about the local history. I mean real history, not what’s in marketing brochures.”

“You’ve come to the right place then,” Alister says with a confident smile. “My dad wrote a thesis about the history of this place. He dug up some pretty strange stuff. Like, most Europeans coming to California in the nineteenth century cared about gold, but the immigrants who settled here were different. They just wanted to be left alone. After they departed the area, and before the university was founded, this land kept attracting a bunch of weirdo groups—Freemasons, theosophists, Bohemian Grove rip-offs, but none lingered. When the university founders got here, they took all of it in, absorbing buildings and sigils and what not into the campus design. Dad’s conclusion is that secret societies don’t disappear. Their spirit and practices live on.”

Whoa.

All that came out on nearly one long breath. I wonder if he’s delivered the same speech before, or whether it’s something he does regularly to appear more interesting. And despite what I think about him, it’s working. He does seem more interesting to me now. I desperately need to know more.

“Are you saying there are secret societies still operating on campus?” My teasing tone hides how unnerved I am by Alister’s monologue. The campus lore from Daphne’s video suddenly feels like the tip of an iceberg. Max Kader, the student who went missing … Was he just an innocent victim or … an apostate?

“According to my dad, yes,” Alister says.

“And what do they want, these societies?” I press on.

“That … I don’t know.” He’s shaking his head, looking suddenly regretful, like he’s said too much.

“Fair enough. Where can I read your dad’s work?” I ask, ignoring the changed vibe.

“Most of it is behind a paywall,” Alister says, too quickly. “But I can get you access. What’s your number?”

“Feel free to call me if you ever get lost,” he says after we exchange details. His smile looks genuine for a change. “Or if you just need someone to talk to or have coffee with. Whatever you want, Addie.”

I smile and look away, unsure how I feel about the sound of my name coming from his lips. I ignore his obvious flirting.

While it pleases my ego to be singled out for Alister’s attention, my thoughts keep returning to Nick.

While Alister might be getting along with everyone and is the epitome of friendliness, Nick keeps to himself. Hands in pockets, shoulders broad, he is mystery personified. Tall, dark, and brooding is an apt description.

I catch Nick looking back at me from the front of the group, his expression unreadable.

“That’s where my parents met.” Alister points at the nearby building with the slate gray walls and neo-Gothic arched roof. “It’s a grad research space now.”

It’s like whenever my attention wanders, Alister says something to get it back.

I have a feeling I’m being dragged into something, some weird dynamic between the brothers. I don’t like it. I need to be more careful around them.

But when I catch Nick’s eyes on me again and he frowns at spotting Alister by my side, I have a heavy feeling it might already be too late.
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EIGHTEEN

After lunch, we’re reunited with Karina, who leads us to the library for a “fun activity.” I get excited at “library,” but my heart grows heavy at “fun activity.” But I must partake if I want to fit in, even if part of me whispers in my ear to ditch and go exploring on my own.

As our group progresses across campus, older architectural styles come to dominate, and the nature changes too, summer surrendering to autumn, unseasonal gold and copper leaves marring the green. The white stone paths narrow, jacarandas towering over us, branches hanging low, roots rising from the ground.

The sun climbs, exiling the morning chill. I take off my cardigan, showing off my open-shoulder black jumpsuit that nearly reaches my ankles. I styled it with a silver belt to match my open-toed flats. I feel more grown up and confident than I’ve ever felt before. Wearing this ensemble is proof. I used to hate standing out, never wanted attention. But I must be changing, caring less what people think of me, and it’s freeing. I’m not saying all my issues have suddenly been resolved, but I’m definitely less constrained.

That is, until I start dwelling on what really scares me.

Alister sticks close, monopolizing my attention. But, for a change, him liking the sound of his own voice serves me well. I don’t even have to pose questions—he’s full of unprompted answers. I learn quite a few interesting nuggets from him in just a short walk to the library, the most important one being that my mom attended the Arches around the same time as Alister’s parents. I wonder if they shared classes.

But when I casually bring up the campus lore and the well, Alister laughs it off. He seems to have learned his lesson after oversharing earlier.

When we reach the library, Karina is quick to tell us all about its unique design, how its preserved facade, dating to the early 1900s, had been incorporated into a more recent structure. The result is striking: an architectural Matryoshka doll of modernity hiding behind blackened brick and mosaicked windows decorated with stars and arrows and planetary trajectories. The university logo looks down from its perch over the massive double doors, open wide to usher us in. The damn well is everywhere, and so is the reminder that truth dwells underground.

I sense it the moment I enter the library, the same kind of visceral awareness that came over me yesterday in Mokosh.

A single but powerful vibration surges through me, filling me up, electrified ripples dancing over my skin.

Holy. Hell.

I’ve never stepped on a hot wire before, and I suppose if I had, I’d be dead, but that’s what it feels like.

I subtly check the ground, but all is smooth stone, no loose wires to be found.

Yesterday Ludwig Eriksson joked about the Morlocks. Obviously, I don’t believe there’s a subterranean race of devolved humans lurking beneath the campus. But aside from a science experiment that involves running giant generators deep beneath the earth, I can’t think of a logical explanation.

“It used to be a stockade,” Alister whispers in my ear, his breath making the skin of my neck tingle. “If you listen closely, you can still hear the deathly moans of the apostates who eventually ended up in the well.”

I glare at him, but he just laughs as he taps his fingers against the exposed skin of my shoulder, too swift for me to swipe him away.

I roll my eyes and glare at him some more.

Deep down, I’m shaken to the core.






PART 2:
IN THE SHADOW OF SOUL EATERS
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NINETEEN

A fortysomething, sumptuously freckled redhead comes over to greet us. With her polka dot skirt and tailored jacket the color of robin’s eggs, in stunning contrast to her hair, she’s a drop of color in this otherwise subdued space.

“I’m Malena Moore, the head librarian. Welcome to the Woodruff and Shine Library!” She smiles a little too brightly, ushering us in and directing us to form a semicircle.

The handover is quick. Karina issues a hasty goodbye, reminding us to check the schedule and not be late for tomorrow’s activities, and then she takes off. Her shoulders sag in relief as she steps off the paved path and vanishes into the palms. Her babysitting shift is over, we’re now Malena’s responsibility.

As we cluster around the librarian, her cheerfulness slips for a moment, a wave of disquiet going over her face. She steals a glance at the main door, like she’s expecting someone else to join in. But the moment passes quickly.

Malena studies our group, moving from face to face with intent. I brace for her reaction when she gets to me—she looks around Mom’s age, which makes me wonder if they knew each other—but her expression doesn’t shift.

“Our library was founded in …” Malena launches into what must be a well-rehearsed spiel as my focus drifts away to take in the interior of Woodruff and Shine.

Like a circular cathedral, the library expands outward, terraced floors rising over the study hall, higher and higher, up to the domed ceiling. A lunar temple, awaiting its acolytes. But then I remember Alister’s words and all I can think is how this used to be a stockade. Even if the pattern of stars and planets on the windows is more suitable for stargazer headquarters.

The library’s study area is packed, nearly every carrel occupied. This explains why so few people can be found walking the grounds. They’re all here. Sequestered inside with the books and dust and echoes, instead of soaking up what’s left of summer.

Beckoned by Malena, our group starts moving, carrying me with the flow. We get farther away from the door and deeper into this refurbished temple. Malena’s voice drones on; she’s telling us about Dr. Woodruff and Mr. Shine, a pair of Arches alums responsible for making the university’s main library the architectural jewel it is. But it’s a giant painting behind her that captivates me and doesn’t let go.

The piece captures a scene of biblical proportions rendered like one of Giger’s hellscapes. It breathes with unrestrained anger. Fury. Frustration. I imagine the artist wielding the brush like a knife, wrestling stabs of color into a semblance of figures and emotions. The figures depicted are part demonic, part divine, wearing monastic attire of flowing dark robes. Demonic monks? They’re all tangled together, a painful cluster of emaciated limbs, clawed fingers, heads thrown back, mouths open in a scream or a prayer.

If a key function of art is to provoke questions and evoke emotions, this piece overachieves on both fronts.

The monks’ eyes stand out against their blurred faces. Black and burning, they overshadow all else, pulling in skin from the sunken cheeks like black holes devouring light.

Recent memories are like a jolt of electricity. Dark figures behind trees watching me from afar. My nightmare about the well, the bloodless hands reaching from its depths.

Reaching for me.

I look away from the painting.

There’s a plaque next to it, but I’m too far away to read it. I subtly leave the group, hoping no one tags along. Especially not Alister.

Tamara Levandi (1983–)

“Feasting on the Spirit” (2020)

Oil on canvas

Commissioned by the Legatum Foundation to commemorate the reopening of the university’s library following extensive renovations. Levandi, a notable alum of the University of the Arches (class of 2004), draws inspiration from the history and rich mythology of this land.

Feasting on the Spirit. My chest shrinks in discomfort. I feel taunted, like there are clues laid out before me but I can’t decipher them, the mystery tightening its grip, pulling me into its ravenous maw.

The artist’s name doesn’t ring a bell, but her birth year is the same as Mom’s, and they were in the same graduating cohort. Mom never mentioned being friends with a famous artist, but then she doesn’t talk about the Arches at all.

I’m about to look up Tamara Levandi on my phone when something moves in my periphery. I grow cold, but when I turn around it’s Nick. He’s a few feet away, his eyes on the painting, his expression hard to read. He seems mesmerized as well as … hurt?

Malena’s voice draws my attention back to the group. I rejoin the circle and Nick does the same, in time for the librarian to explain the “fun activity” she wants us to do.

“Here at the Arches we believe in learning by doing,” Malena says. “So, for this task I want you to practice finding books in our vast collection, using our call system called Spherus. You’ll be working in pairs … which I’ll allocate,” she adds when Ellie takes a step toward Bee and Alister unsubtly moves in my direction.

“And, no, you can’t swap partners.” Malena gives us a charming smile. “Treat this like a real-world experience. You won’t always be able to work only with people you’re friends with.”

She pulls out a list from her skirt pocket and starts calling out names.

“Lauren D’Intiri and Min-Hui Chan. Jason Gianarelli …”

After receiving a flash card with the call number of the book to be located, the assigned pairs wander off, heading for the shelves.

“Alister Lanagan and … Actually, there are eleven of you, so I’ll be your partner, Alister, but I’m not allowed to help you,” Malena says, without missing a beat.

“Why can’t I just join another pair?” Alister’s polite smile doesn’t reach his eyes.

But Malena must be immune to students’ tantrums and to pretty boys’ smiles.

“Because things don’t always go the way we want,” she says. “It’ll be fun, I promise. Okay, last pair … Adria Velde and Nick Lanagan.”

Being paired with Nick was a possibility, but now that it’s happened I feel like a rug was pulled from under me. Yesterday I was cool and collected around him. Today I’m a mess of rapid heartbeat and pink cheeks. I hate this.

I meet Nick’s eyes as he comes over. Malena offers us the last flash card, which Nick accepts.

“See you back here in an hour,” the librarian says as she leaves us to it, beckoning an annoyed-looking Alister to follow her to the stacks.

I take a discreet inhale and steady myself before meeting Nick’s eyes again.
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TWENTY

Nick’s eyes are light hazel.

Last night, in the gathering dusk, the color was impossible to pin down. While Nick shares his features and complexion with his brother, the way he carries himself couldn’t be more different. Alister is all smiles and lighthearted jokes, while Nick is intense and serious. Whereas his brother is nice to all without reservations, Nick gives the impression of someone to be won over.

“Did my brother talk your ear off?” Nick asks when we’re alone, or as alone as we can be in a library full of people.

The way Nick says “brother” doesn’t fill me with confidence about their relationship.

They haven’t interacted the entire morning, have barely even looked at each other.

“A little, yeah. He’s nice.” I keep my attention on Nick, doing my best to ignore the disturbing painting behind him, but the demonic monks keep drawing my eye.

“It must be incredible to have a twin,” I say. “I always wanted a sibling.”

“Be careful what you wish for.” Nick laughs softly.

He makes a point to study our flash card. “Interesting,” he says. “The call number doesn’t look like any mainstream classification systems.”

When he hands me the clue, our fingers graze briefly. While his brother’s touch burns hot, Nick’s is lighter, but its effect is far from fleeting. Before I fully register how it makes me feel, the flash card captures my focus. I’m at a loss.

There’s a circle sliced into five sections by horizontal lines. The smallest section at the bottom is filled in with black. The circle is followed by a combo of letters and numbers—this I’ve seen before.

“Never came across a symbol like that in library catalogs.” I point at the circle. “Though I’m no expert. I love books, but I leave their classification to the professionals.”

“A wise approach.” Nick leans in for another look at the flash card, close enough for me to catch the way he smells, of juniper and forest.

“The circle is weird, but the rest of it is pretty standard,” he goes on. “It’s the Library of Congress, my favorite classification system… . What?”

“Never met anyone with a favorite library classification system.”

“My father is a librarian,” Nick says simply.

Like it explains everything, and maybe it does.

But Alister said their dad was a historian. I guess the Lanagan patriarch can be both, but now doesn’t feel like the right moment to query that, not when Nick’s eyes are ablaze with excitement.

“Everyone appears to be struggling,” I say as I spot Ellie, her bright red suit an easy target against the drab background. Bee is by her side as they wander from stall to stall, looking confused. Another pair from our larger group have their phones out. I suppose Malena didn’t say anything about not getting help online.

As I take in the library’s terraced circumference, the rounded cupola of the ceiling gives me an idea. The building’s spherical shape is not obvious from outside; it’s only when you enter and look up that the design reveals itself. What would a simplified blueprint of such a structure look like? Could the segmented circle on our flash card indicate levels, or floors?

“The circle represents the library, I think.” I point at the card, then at the walls spiralling toward the arched ceiling. “But I only count three levels, and the circle has four. Five, if you count the tiny bit on the bottom.”

“That would be the basement. Let’s check it out?” The excitement in Nick’s voice is palpable, his entire presence feels charged.

As we search for the stairs, whenever our hands brush, tingles surge through me, like I’m tiptoeing on the edge of a cliff.

The stairwell hides at the very back of the first-floor shelves. We descend, ending up in a corridor that stretches into uncertainty. The motion-controlled fluorescent lights come alive around us, but the depths remain unlit.

Lots of closed doors down here, but no people, just us. Like we’ve stepped through a mystical portal and ended up in some other library. Deserted … but not empty. The walls breathe, undulate, an underwater organism luring us in.

“Truth dwells underground,” I say, meeting Nick’s eyes. Down here they’re not hazel anymore but dark and stripped of vitality.

The moment I speak the motto aloud, vibrations travel up my legs like an army of determined spiders. As if they’ve been waiting for me to say the magic words. The words of the summoning?

I try to shake it off, but going down to the library’s basement suddenly doesn’t feel like such a great idea. My nerves are afire, and not in a good way.

I sneak a look at Nick. Is he feeling it too—this rhythmic movement of air against skin, susurrating, whispering? But Nick seems too focused on the task at hand to notice. As if this unnatural heart that beats and beats and beats deep beneath the ground beats for me alone.

I realize I’ve stopped; Nick is waiting for me, looking at me like he’s trying to figure me out. Good luck with that, friend.

“I thought I heard something,” I say, hoping my tight-lipped smile doesn’t convey how unsettled I am.

“Heard what?” he asks.

Can’t he feel what I’m feeling, this ceaseless thump, barely there but there? There’s tension around Nick’s mouth, but other than that his expression doesn’t reveal much.

I keep waiting, hoping, for someone to show up and yell at us, to send us back upstairs. This area feels private, like it should be roped off or, better yet, guarded. But we just happened to wander in, unnoticed and unstopped.

The vibrations are truly vile down here, it’s becoming an effort to block them out, but I can’t give in and let them scare me away.

“Let’s just find this book and get out,” I say.

Nick nods, tension smoothed from his face. I must’ve imagined his earlier unease.

A switch goes off nearby, plunging us into semidarkness, only the red glow of the emergency lights keeping us company.

“This place gives me the creeps,” Nick says, waving his hands in the air.

With a reluctant click, the main lights return.

“Basements tend to do that,” I say. “Almost every haunted house movie in existence keeps its ghosts in the basement.”

“Some ghosts live in the creepy attics,” he says.

“Almost every movie.”

He snorts at that and we start walking again, the overhead lights activating one set at a time. I try the doors on the left, leaving those on the right to Nick, but no luck.

At the end of the corridor there’s one last door. I turn the handle, hoping it’s locked, but of course this one meets no resistance. My fingers grow warm. I can’t shed this sensation of insects crawling under my skin. The vibrations come and go like the tide, but they never leave completely.

I sway in my spot.

“Addie? You okay?” Nick’s voice is thick with concern.

“Just fine. Great even.” I gather my fingers into fists, then uncurl them.

Some of my dizziness drifts away.

I give Nick a reassuring smile, but he looks outright worried, the planes of his face sharpened, mouth stern.

“Do you get claustrophobic? If you’re not feeling good, we’re going back.”

He reaches for me but stops before he can touch my exposed shoulder. His concern is endearing really. I kind of want him to touch me. Just to know what it feels like beyond the brief trace of fingers. But then apparently I’m also about to faint. I’ve never been afraid of the dark or of tight spaces—I save my anxieties exclusively for the things lurking in my imagination—but the campus is testing my limits.

“It’s fine. Really,” I keep insisting, the lie burning my tongue.

Nick opens the door. I’m grateful he doesn’t invite me to go first, giving me an extra second to draw a cleansing breath.

Because maybe I am claustrophobic. I just didn’t know it before today. How else can I explain the way this basement is making me feel? With my focus becoming unstable, spreading too wide, too thin.

“You can wait for me upstairs, if you prefer,” Nick’s voice drifts from beyond the door.

No way. I’ve come this far. I’m going to find this damn book and complete this “fun activity,” because dammit.

I breathe deeply and follow Nick through the door.

Another curving stairwell awaits us on the other side.

It leads deeper into the earth.
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TWENTY-ONE

I read somewhere that the deeper into the earth you go, the more the atmospheric pressure grows, layers of air pressing down on you, literally. I’ve also read about so-called inhuman architecture, which uses oppressive designs and colors that can make people feel trapped and cause social unrest. These things come together down here, as Nick and I descend into the bowels of the library.

What seemed like a boring task has turned out to be something else entirely. It feels like something designed to awaken senses I wasn’t aware slumbered inside my chest. Or to scare me.

As we descend the spiraling staircase, automated sconce lights built into the walls come alive. The vibrations grow so powerful they acquire a distinctive heartbeat, a rhythmic chant echoing against my every step, every breath. I want to ask Nick if he’s feeling it too, but the vibrations sew my mouth shut. My feet keep moving.

What a surprise—a solitary door waiting for us at the bottom of the staircase. While the door itself looks like something out of a dungeon, its digital lock panel tells a different story.

Nick pushes the door and it opens. The digital lock mechanism must be disabled.

I catch the look on Nick’s face just as something glitters in his eyes, a challenge. He’s practically vibrating in sync with the building, his anticipation contagious. There’s an uncurling sensation inside my stomach, and it sends licks of fire through me. If this building used to be a stockade, then the basement must be where they kept the prisoners. Apostates. The ones they allegedly threw down the well. Is that what Tamara Levandi captured with such care and terror? Feasting on the Spirit.

It feels as if a taloned hand is reaching deep inside my chest, its sharp-tipped fingers aiming for the gooey part in the middle.

My soul.

“Rare books storage,” Nick says once we’re both through the door.

It’s so cold here, the Californian late summer a memory, a distant dream of warmth.

“They have to keep it cool and dry.” Nick’s voice surrounds me, distorted by the room’s subtle echo. “Basement’s generally not the best place for books, but I guess they need all the upper levels for desks and stuff.”

“You’ve learned all this from your dad?” I ask.

If I keep talking, keep focusing on the sound of Nick’s voice, I can almost ignore the vibrations. Almost.

“Yeah.” Nick doesn’t elaborate.

I grow dizzy as I look around, searching the rounded walls for any remnants of the building’s grim past. But the walls are smooth, no chains holding up skeletal remains, no gloomy messages scratched into stone, no mementos of the lost.

Still, the vibe here is off.

Places hold memories of emotions felt, words said, betrayals, pain, and sorrow. This place must’ve soaked up so much of the past it’s bursting at the seams.

To distract myself from the way the basement is making me feel, I approach the nearest display case. A leatherbound volume is spread open under the glass. A plaque next to it ripples in my vision with its archaic spelling:


Foxe, John.

The First Volume of the Ecclesiastical history contaynyng the Actes and Monumentes of thynges …



Another book offers the schematics of the moon, the nearby plaque identifying it as Johannes Hevelius’s Selenographia, or The Study of the Moon’s Surface.

Both books claim to be first editions dating back centuries, both have call numbers similar in style to the one on our flash card. I was right then, the circle is indeed the rudimentary schematic for the building. We’re in the right place, even if it feels deeply wrong to be here, to allow this frigid air into my lungs.

“Let me see the number again?” Nick reaches for the flash card, touching my arm, and the contact sends sparks of static shock though me. I flinch.

“Sorry,” he mutters, looking away, but not before I catch how dark his eyes are. “We’ve got a match.” He points at the book on a nearby display, not sounding too excited about the discovery. In fact, he looks like he’s just learned his dog has died.

I come closer, steps uncertain, vibrations thumping through my chest, my bloodstream on fire.

The book is another ancient tome. But unlike other rare tomes down here, its pages are filled with handwritten script of loops and flowing lines.

“What’s this language?” I reach for the book without thinking but meet the protective glass barrier.

Nick is silent. So silent, for a moment I can’t detect his presence at all. Like I’m alone down here, like perhaps I’ve always been alone, and that all of it—the campus, Mokosh, the well, Olga, even Nick … are an illusion, something my wicked shadows have conjured up to trick me, to make me do their bidding. Again.

“Glagolitic.” Nick’s voice snaps me out of my fever daydream. “Old Church Slavonic.”

He points at the plaque next to the book—


The Writ Dogma of Anima Devorantis (circa 1889).

Author/s unknown.

The Glagolitic (Old Slavonic) script has been adopted by the early Anima Devorantis worshippers for liturgical writings and to keep records of ritualistic practice. To protect the sacred knowledge from the apostates, the script was later abandoned in favor of memorization and oral history. The Dogma and The Crying Stone (left in its original location and untouched as per the university founders’ wishes) are the only surviving artifacts that capture the written language used by Anima Devorantis.

The meticulously drawn sketch on display shows the worshippers gathered at the new Initiates’ House for the Awakening ritual, also known as Feasting on the Spirit.



The illustration shows the familiar well—the Devouring Well as Daphne calls it in her video report—and a group of people in dark robes around it. Even though over a century has passed since this sketch must’ve been done, I recognize the building in the background as the Mokosh dormitory. When I zero in on the well, I’m thrown back into my recent nightmare.

A deathly white something, a hellish creature, is emerging from the well.

Whatever this thing is, it’s stretched out of proportion, horned, and deformed. Its hands, fingers long, talons sharp, reach for the full moon, just like the hands of the worshippers gathered.

The temperature in the room must’ve dropped to freezing, my breath is coming out in white puffs. I’m shivering, the vibrations pumping through me in sync with my own heartbeat, the subterranean buzzing swelling in my ears. I can feel the wind on my skin, its touch not gentle. It stinks of smoke and burnt hair. Tears run from my eyes, but I can’t look away from the illustration in this cursed book. I can’t I can’t I can’t.

The pages ripple under the glass. The illustration is coming alive—more of the misshapen creature rises out of the well. Burning eyes, too many eyes. All of them on me.

My world is spinning. I rush away from the display case, fingers clenching and unclenching, my hair flying around my head.

“Nick? Did you see that?” I cry out.

“You’re not supposed to be in here!” A familiar voice comes from behind me.

Malena doesn’t sound happy.
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TWENTY-TWO

With the librarian joining us, the basement room feels too crowded, the air runs scarce. My lungs quiver, the walls dance around me. I sway, barely registering Nick’s steadying hand on my back.

“She’s not well. I need to get her out of here.” Nick ushers me around Malena, leading me toward the exit.

The sour-faced librarian looks ready to argue but then takes a closer look at me and reconsiders. I move in a fog, stumbling against the smooth floor. But Nick is close by, keeping me on my feet.

Malena steers us out of the rare book storage like we’re a pair of pesky sheep that have wandered from the herd. The door closes behind us with a pneumatic hiss, digital lock clicking into place.

“How did you even get in there?” Malena’s hand is on my bare shoulder, and it feels like her fingers are burning right through me. She lets go before I can shake off her grip. “This area is always locked.”

“It wasn’t when we came down here,” I manage to say, resisting the urge to rub the spot where she grabbed me.

“Why did you give us the call number for one of the books here if we’re not supposed to be here?” Nick asks.

“I did no such thing,” Malena protests, looking away.

I climb the stairs, but the smell of the sub-basement follows, clinging to my skin, my clothes.

Burned hair, acidic smoke …

Anima Devorantis. The new Initiates’ House. The Awakening ritual …

The words burn into my memory.

Feasting on the Spirit. Does it mean Tamara Levandi’s painting isn’t some surrealist thing? Did the artist render an actual ritual, once performed by a long-ago secret society?

I shudder, my ribcage tightening, threatening to suffocate. Anxiety is a bitch.

The Devouring Well had to be central to Anima Devorantis’s ritualistic practice. Both Olga and Alister mentioned people falling in. Or being thrown in. Whatever the truth is, sealing the well must’ve been more than a precaution.

Nick hands the flash card to Malena, and she examines it on the go.

“It looks like my handwriting,” she admits, her expression dark and frown lines deep. “But I … don’t remember writing this.”

“If you didn’t write this, who did?” Nick asks.

The question hangs in the air.

When we rejoin the world, the light is too bright, the air too abundant.

The rest of the group is already here, waiting by the Levandi painting in a disordered cluster, low voices chattering. When the group spots us, most conversations stop, all eyes on me and Nick.

Our prolonged disappearance and dishevelled looks tell a certain story.

I take on the group, a challenge in my eyes. Ellie winks at me, but not in a gross way. Mostly. It doesn’t help that I’m blushing.

Alister is staring daggers at Nick, which annoys me. Like he has some claim on me.

“That’s enough of the library for one day,” Malena says, sounding tired. Even her fiery hair seems subdued, lackluster and lanky.

I miss the rest of Malena’s parting words as our group treks outside.

As I leave Tamara Levandi’s painting behind, it seems to develop gravity, daring me to turn around, to get one last glimpse.

I resist. Barely.
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TWENTY-THREE

The rest of the day passes in a blur.

What happened at the library must’ve scrambled my brain. I barely remember getting to the cafeteria or eating dinner or walking back to the dorms. I feel disconnected from my body, the impulses from my brain taking too long to reach my muscles, even longer to cajole them to move.

At some point there is talk of a party at Devana, but I come up with an excuse to sit it out. Alister teases me with FOMO and tries to talk me into joining them, but I stick to my guns. I need to be alone, need time to think. To understand what’s happened. What is still happening.

I catch Nick’s concerned look and am about to tell him, for the umpteenth time today, that I’m fine, but he preempts it by offering to walk me to Mokosh, and I’m not fast enough to come up with a reason he shouldn’t.

So here we are, walking side by side down the curving path in the gathering dark. It would be kind of romantic if only the unsettling whispering of the palms wasn’t making me think of life in other dimensions. The two of us could be the last people left on earth, clinging to the mundane amid total desolation.

“So. About what happened in the library.” Nick’s voice pulls me out of my thoughts and back to reality. “It was super weird down there, right? Like the place was alive and … malicious.”

“Did you sense the vibrations?” I say, suddenly very much alert.

I expect him to deny it, to laugh it off, to make me doubt myself. Like Ludwig Eriksson did yesterday.

“Yes,” Nick says.

I can barely feel the backpack’s weight on my shoulders.

“I’ve been sensing them on and off since I got here on Friday,” Nick goes on. “The Old Quad, the library, the Crying Stone. Basically, everywhere with a connection to the past of this place.”

I zero in on the Crying Stone, which was mentioned in passing on the plaque by the Dogma book, but then something else takes precedence in my mind. The name of a mysterious group that used to call this land home, and which left many strange things behind.

“Anima Devorantis,” I say, repeating the words that burned into my retinas in the basement.

“Shhhh.” Nick’s hands fly up. “Sorry! Didn’t mean to shush you… . Look, this is going to sound weird, but … whenever those words are spoken aloud, something bad happens.”

I stare at him in in disbelief. I wanted my experiences to be validated, for Nick to acknowledge feeling the vibrations that keep plaguing me, but this tops it. I barely know this guy, I admit, but he didn’t strike me as superstitious, only mysterious and a little distant. Hearing Nick speak of “bad things” happening if you say some words proves how misleading first impressions can be.

“Like what?” I say, genuinely curious.

“It … doesn’t matter. We need to keep walking.” Nick softly urges me on, his fingers dusting the skin of my elbow.

Suddenly I’m aware of how alone we are on the path, how no one has passed us since we separated from the group, and how quiet everything has become. The streetlamps are on, but it’s as if the darkness is thickening, making the light appear muted.

This feels like a dream, surreal but lucid. I won’t be surprised if we find ourselves in the Mokosh backyard, ready to say the forbidden words and seal our fate.

I shake off the unsettling memory of hands reaching from the Devouring Well, but Nick’s edginess is contagious, and I find myself mimicking the way he scans the spaces between the trees, as if expecting something out of place.

But the night is calm and nothing hides behind the trees, not even the faceless shadows.

Nick deposits me in front of the Mokosh dorm and doesn’t immediately leave. I’m in no rush to go inside either.

“It’s been a strange day,” I say when the silence grows too deep.

He nods, exhaling his tension.

“Are you going to tell me now what bad things happen when you say … you know?” I ask.

He shakes his head.

“Not now, no. Don’t want to freak you out. But I will say this—my family has a history with this place and it’s not all good. I’m not being cryptic on purpose, I swear. I just … I wish I could just show you, but it’s not like I can give you access into my head and let you see this place the way I do.”

I understand what he means. If anyone knows what’s it like to grow up as a lonely, weird kid, talking to your toys and pretending to hear them talk back, it’s me. What if Nick had similar experiences and what if it’s because his parents’ lives are linked to this place, just like my mom’s? We have so much to talk about. I have no idea where to start.

“Can you at least tell me where this Crying Stone is?” I say.

I won’t press him for anything personal, not now. But asking about some mysterious artifact located somewhere on campus feels innocent enough.

“It’s on the beach, by the caves. We can check it out tomorrow,” he offers without missing a beat, and then, “Can I have your number?”

“Yeah, sure.” I accept his unlocked phone and add my name to the contacts. “I’d love to see this Stone. And the beach.”

I’ve gone the entire day aware of the ocean breathing down my neck, sensing it in the air and the breeze, in my lungs, but not actually seeing it. It’d be nice to do something resembling a normal summer experience, to see the beach that gave the university its name.

“Great,” he says, looking so different from the spooked guy of a few minutes ago. “We can go tomorrow after lunch. There’s a gap in the schedule.”

I nod in agreement and we part, but as Nick leaves I can’t help but feel very worried about him walking away into the waiting dark, alone.
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TWENTY-FOUR

The Crying Stone. The Burning Lawn. The Devouring Well.

The campus is full of landmarks that keep memory of those who have walked these paths before. And now I have a name for them.

Anima Devorantis.

Why haven’t I heard of this group before today? This feels like an open secret, not exactly concealed from the public eye, and yet unacknowledged. It’s obvious though that the Lanagan brothers know way more than I do, with Alister being showy about it and Nick subdued.

I doubt the rest of the orientation cohort is feeling the same strange things I do though. Maybe legacies are more attuned to this place. I make a mental note to bring this up with Ellie and Bee when I have a chance.

As I step inside the Mokosh dorm, I brace for the subterranean vibrations. But all is quiet. Whatever’s causing the disturbances is not always active.

It sleeps. It wakes.

Thinking of it that way implies sentience, like it knows to follow me, like it has a purpose. A shiver of discomfort goes through me, settling deep into my bones.

When I finally make it to my room, it’s nearly midnight. Time has a strange quality on campus, stretching like molasses, then passing in a blink.

The room is like I left it, empty but inhabited. Even when I flick the lights on, deep shadows cling to the cheap, campus-issue furniture.

I check my phone to find several messages, a voicemail, and two missed calls, one from each of my parents. I didn’t hear the phone ringing as I was walking through the thick of night with Nick.

The voicemail is from Dad.

How was your first day, kiddo? Please message us when you have a chance, even if it’s late. I’m sure you’re good, just having fun. Your mom is a bit worried (she didn’t sleep well).

I consider calling back but end up sending my parents a group message. I tweak the wording several times before hitting Send. Then I sit and wait for my phone to ring at any moment. I don’t blame my parents for worrying. It’s my first day on my own and I gave them nothing but radio silence.

Some of my tension releases when Dad responds to the message with a thumbs-up emoji. All good. Crisis averted.

One of the other texts is from Nick.

Made it back. Sorry for being a bit weird. Hey, now you have my number☺

The last text is from Olga.

Staying over at D’s. Keep away from the window, Evil-Eye Girl.

The prospect of spending the night here on my own doesn’t fill me with confidence. But I can’t allow this place to intimidate me. Nothing bad actually happened today; it was all vibes and sensations. Can’t blame the world for the way I perceive it.

I get ready for bed, reluctantly leaving the room for a short visit to the shared facilities. I run into a couple of girls there and try to hide my excitement so as not to scare them off. I’m thankful to have company while I brush my teeth and wash my face. The weird circle of bruises around my ankle has faded, and the memories of the library’s creepy basement have faded with it.

Alone in the room, I do my absent roommate proud, keeping away from the window, resisting the urge to open the blinds.

I change into my pajamas and get into bed. But sleep can wait. There are things to look up; I’ve been waiting the whole day to do this. I start by searching for Anima Devorantis online but find nothing of use, only the translation from Latin.

Soul Devourers. Or Soul Eaters.

Despite the warmth of the room, I grow shivery.

These were the people who lived here. They followed their own rules and potentially held bloody rituals. And they called themselves the eaters of souls.

There have been plenty of cults and secret societies throughout human history, with books written about them or, at the very least, obscure Wiki articles. But the Arches’ soul-devouring folk are a complete no-show where books or internet writing are concerned. There are clues though, and Tamara Levandi’s disturbing art offers some.

Feasting on the Spirit.

Spirit, soul. Same thing? I’m sure theologians would argue on that, but …

At the very least, the artist must’ve sensed it, the oddness of this place. Maybe she could feel the vibrations. Maybe she’s seen the Dogma book or had nightmares about the Devouring Well. Her painting radiates unease, but it also gives off the vibe of someone in the know.

I search for the artist online and hit pay dirt.

According to her website, Tamara Levandi graduated from the Arches with a degree in psychology and soon gained fame in the contemporary arts community. A self-proclaimed “artist of the unconscious,” she has an online portfolio of twenty-one paintings listed on her website.

The images are arranged in rows of seven. When I click on the first one, my stomach twists into a knot. It’s a black-and-white portrait of a woman. She’s striking; not beautiful exactly, but memorable, her face haunting in that can’t-look-away style of Mona Lisa and Girl with a Pearl Earring.

The woman has elfin features and coal-black eyes, her cherry red mouth the only splotch of color. She looks so alien and yet deeply familiar. I’ve seen this face before.

But where?

I click through the rest of the images, finding it harder and harder to tear my eyes away. The subject remains the same, but the woman’s face becomes increasingly disturbing, as if shedding atoms, or pieces of her very soul. The paint spills over the outline, the black ink of the woman’s irises claiming the white of her eyes. Her face is consumed by rough lines and stabbing brushstrokes, as if the artist’s hand was attacking her subject, turning the woman’s mouth into raw meat. Skinned and hungry. Devouring itself.

In the third and final row, the face of the woman is no longer intriguing or disturbing.

It is demonic.

But if she is a demon, the forces tormenting her are even darker.

By the end she is twisted beyond recognition, crying out in the dark. And she is not alone.

In the last painting she is rendered fully, wearing a flowing white dress, looking like a sacrificial lamb ready for the slaughter.

She’s surrounded by pale beings with swirling black capes and burning black eyes, their faces a rictus of pure evil. They dance around their victim in an unholy ritual, clawed hands reaching for her.

Tamara Levandi’s art is a vortex that sucks me in while pulling me apart.

When I force myself to look away from the screen, I can still see the blurry faces of these horrible beings who seem to exist in the space between here and there, toeing the line between reality and nightmare. Like my shadows.

I draw a deep breath and read the artist’s statement on the bottom of the page:


Remembering Julia Rogoff, Our Teacher. Gone in 2002.

You have taught us to fear our own shadows. You’ve laid our names on the altar of the Buried Ones.

Anima Devorantis. Anima restaurator.

Quod inferius est sicut quod est superius.



The Latin words burn into my retinas the same way Julia Rogoff’s sorrowful eyes did into my soul. In this moment I know beyond any doubt it’s the same Julia as in Mom’s photo. Professor Julia. The object of Tamara Levandi’s obsessive art.

I search online for a photo of Tamara Levandi herself.

I have a hunch as to who the artist is… .

Levandi’s only headshot to be found is a self-portrait. Unlike her other work, surrealist and disturbing, this one is subdued in realism, with shadows sharpening her face, dark half-moons beneath her eyes, and frowns around her lips. But even though nearly twenty years have passed, I recognize this face instantly.

Tamara Levandi is “Tammy” from Mom’s photo.

Dad’s words from yesterday come back to me now. When he met my mom, she was going through something, grieving the loss of a friend. I assumed it was Tammy, but no.

It must’ve been Mom’s professor.

I retrieve the photo from the lecture notes and study the faces anew.

Mom, sunny but shrouded in mystery. Tammy, smiling mischievously. Pete, his face cast in shadow.

And Julia. Gone the year this photo was taken.

What have you been involved in, Mom?

What have you done?

THE VELDE FAMILY HOME VIDEO ARCHIVE

Visiting Babulya and Deda in Sonoma, Part 2 (Addie is seven)

Timestamp: 8.13 p.m.

“Do you have to hide behind that thing, Addie? Maybe put it away?” an older woman says gently, facing the camera. Her dark brown eyes are the same as Addie’s, her features softened by age, and her accent thick but clear.

“Can I keep it, Babulya? It helps me understand things,” Addie says off camera.

The woman—Addie’s grandmother—nods. She looks at the camera, and the girl behind it, with kindness but also concern.

The two are seated by the Koval family altar. The twinkling fairy lights are wrapped around rag dolls in traditional dress, and candles illuminate the surly faces of the Orthodox saints.

“What gave you the scare?” the grandmother asks. “What happened?”

“I … I thought I saw something. I thought Mom was in trouble,” Addie says, moving the camera away from her grandmother and zooming in on the altar, going from object to object.

The sad-eyed Son of God, his fingers twisted into strange signs. A woman with a halo around her head looking on intently from the icon’s golden frame. An assortment of handmade dolls in elaborate attire and headpieces.

“Do they help?” Addie asks. “Do they keep us safe?” Her hand pops into view and picks up one of the ragdolls—the doll has a pair of curling horns sticking out from her jet-black hair. “What’s her name?”

The grandmother reaches for the doll and gently takes it from Addie, putting it back.

“This one doesn’t have a name—none of the ones here do.” She gestures at the dolls. “Sometimes naming a thing can limit its power.”

“But how do they know if you’re talking to them?” Addie asks.

“Oh, they know… . They’re hungry for our prayers. Always eager for more. But Addie? You’re in control, never forget that. They want what you have and they’ll offer you all kind of things in exchange, but in the end it’s up to you. You decide how much to give, if anything. You decide when to cut them off.”
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TWENTY-FIVE

The oppressive nighttime sky hangs low, the ocean rumbles in the distance. The near-full moon is playing hide-and-seek with the clouds, and overhead the ghostly electrical lines hum and vibrate, transmitting messages from other worlds.

I know this place. The backyard. The well like a macabre theater prop.

It’s not cold or warm, the air is stripped of smell, and the silence would be absolute if not for the wind, the hum, and the rhythm of my own breathing. I’m in two places at once, here and not here—the blanket’s weight, the cool of the pillow pressed against my cheek, I feel all of it, but also the wind against my skin.

The length of the yard separates me from the dorm, my room.

If I go to the window and peek inside, will I see myself, sleeping, dreaming this up? If I tap my fingers against the glass, will I wake up?

Fast-forward, and I’m reaching for the lip of the well. I lean in, the black strands of my hair falling down into the abyss.

My heart is pumping, my legs are itching to run, but my hands are gripping the well, nails digging into stone.

The well shivers and quakes, releasing pulses like exhales. The stench of rotten meat assaults my senses.

From the well’s pitch-black darkness emerges Julia Rogoff’s deathly face, eyes all black, lips bloodied. Demonic. She rises from the depths, a cursed spirit seeking vengeance.

Her jaw is working hard, trying to overpower rigor mortis, but when she opens her mouth, instead of words it’s a horrible gasp escaping her lips.

Her jaw unhinges—the chunks of meat in her mouth, torn to shreds by sharp teeth. She’s eating.

I scream and scream and scream.

I’m in my dorm room, in my bed, my eyes stuck open.

Shadows, some as tall as the ceiling, surround me, leaning over my still form.

I know what they are, what they want, and there’s nothing I can do to stop them.

Nothing.
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If my screams leak into the waking world, they are ignored. No one comes knocking on my door, no one checks on me. Perhaps the screams never left my mouth, and as Julia Rogoff’s talons were digging into my flesh, dragging me to the bottom of the well, I was silent as a mouse in my bed.

The second day of the orientation is upon me, but instead of checking my schedule and getting into the spirit of things, I lay out the clues in my mind, the pieces of the puzzle.

Mrs. Ratichewski referred to Mom as one of Julia’s followers. But Tamara Levandi’s art pictured Julia as some tormented soul, haunted by demons and, if my interpretation is correct, transforming into something other than human in the process.

The other clue is Anima Devorantis. Long gone but still holding on to this land with their ghostly claws.

Who were they? And are they really gone?

Daphne’s video focused on a relatively recent incident involving the Devouring Well. When I search for Max Kader online, I dig up an old memorial service announcement. Dozens of people left public messages. But as I skim through them, I find nothing suspicious, no familiar names or faces. There’s a lot of sadness though; the guy had friends and family, and they’ve all been left in the dark as to his fate.

I return to Tamara Levandi’s website and reread her creepy dedication to Julia—You have taught us to fear our own shadows. You’ve laid our names on the altar of the Buried Ones.

What the hell is that supposed to mean? Who are the Buried Ones? The words bring up horrifying images in my mind. Of pale, emaciated bodies concealed by dark robes. Hands and fingers stretched and twisted beyond anything resembling human, nails growing into talons. These are the things that dwell below.

Anima Devorantis. Anima restaurator.

Quod inferius est sicut quod est superius.

Soul Devourers. Soul Restorers.

That which is below is like that which is above.

The latter, I learned last night, is a fragment of a longer phrase attributed to some ancient artifact. More commonly, the phrase is shortened to “as above, so below.”

Another reference to the world beneath. Like the Arches’ motto.

My head’s about to explode.

The alarm on my phone goes off. I shudder in surprise.

Time to wake up.
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TWENTY-SIX

The moment I step into the cafeteria and spot my fellow legacies, my time ceases to be my own. I’m starting to feel like someone living a double life: being a regular student by day and investigating grisly incidents by night.

As if the universe wants to compensate for the ridiculousness of yesterday with normalcy and routine, it buries me underneath talks and workshops followed by more talks, the program’s schedule seemingly expanding with every second. Every minute of my time is scheduled, and the first legacy-only activity is coming up tomorrow. It just says “private event/TBA,” no location or time given. I guess the five of us legacies will figure it out when the time comes. For now, we barely have a moment to talk about anything but the program. Still, Nick and I manage to make plans for after lunch. I want to see the Crying Stone, which feels like an important piece of the puzzle. Maybe then things will make sense—not just Mom’s secrets, but my childhood too, plagued by shadows, always feeling like I’m being watched.

We move from building to building, room to room, learning about student services, about our rights and responsibilities, about the Arches’ online systems … everything we need to know in order to succeed here. Everything aside from actual learning, that is.

We learn about majors and minors and career pathways. But still I walk away from these sessions undecided. The only subject I’m truly interested in is The Concepts of Natural Science, but its professor is gone and, it turns out, the subject is not offered anymore.

Despite the rush of the morning, I never stop feeling like there’s darkness hanging over me. And as I leave the last morning session and walk with Nick and the others to the cafeteria, I spot a blurry figure disappearing behind a tree up ahead.

But the sun is high and blinding, so I ignore what I saw and keep on with the day.
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Nick leaves the lunch table, having barely touched his food.

“See you at the next session,” he says without addressing anyone in particular.

He makes a two-second eye contact with me before taking off.

He’s good. I wish I possessed his skills of nonchalance.

I wait a minute, poking at what’s left of the Caesar salad on my plate before standing up, grabbing my backpack, and heading for the doors. I’m supposed to meet Nick by the western gate, the one that’s closest to the beach, and since we only have forty minutes before the start of the afternoon sessions, I need to hurry.

“Where are you off to?” Ellie asks. Her expression tells me exactly what she is thinking.

“Forgot something in my room,” I say without slowing my pace.

I give her and the group an awkward wave and then I’m outside and walking fast.

I catch up with Nick at the edge of campus, at a little café called Winky’s, which treads a narrow line between run-down and retro. A shaded, narrow space between Winky’s and another building gives off a David Lynch vibe, which I stubbornly take as a good omen.

“Hey,” I say when Nick spots me. “Barely got away.”

“Were you followed?” he asks, making an exaggerated suspicious face and scanning the area behind me. I break into laughter.

“What do you like?” He gestures at Winky’s selection of ice-cold drinks. “I’m buying.”

I try to pay him for my iced mocha, but he’s determined not to let me. Our coffees in hand, we head for the beach, its presence becoming more obvious as we near the gate.

The transition from campus to sand is seamless. The western gate is permanently open, its bottom sunk so deep into the earth, I doubt anyone’s tried to close it in years. There’s not a single cloud in the sky, and the beach stretches in a long curve around the cove dotted with arched rocks. The shadows cast by the pillars crisscross the water in random patterns.

I follow Nick’s lead and take off my shoes, sighing as I sink my toes into the warm sand. There are surfers in the water and closer to the shore, dragging their boards behind them. There are sunbathers here and there, but overall it’s private and kind of perfect. Living in the San Joaquin Desert means the nearest beach is hours away, and usually by the time you get there, you have to contend with crowds. Being here now I finally get it—how cool it is to live by the water, to hear the roar of the waves, to see this blue endlessness.

But we’re not here to enjoy the view.

Nick walks away from the gate with purpose, and I follow. We don’t talk much. There are questions I want to ask, but I also don’t want to ruin the moment. Because once we get to the Crying Stone, I’m sure that’s all we’re going to talk about.

I spot the caves up ahead, dark mouths gaping out of the rock formations that frame the beach. Immediately, my mind supplies the appropriate stimuli: the smell of the underground, of burned offerings, and of rotting sacrificial meat.

Might just be my imagination, and every dark place triggers me now, but the caves seem menacing and I don’t want to be near them.

But this is where we are going.
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TWENTY-SEVEN

“Here it is. The Crying Stone.”

Nick gestures at it for good measure as I brace for the vibrations … which don’t come. The only noise I hear is the waves behind me and the gulls screaming up in the sky.

The Crying Stone is a crooked slab, partially submerged into the sand but still tall enough to reach my thighs. It makes me think of ancient grave markers, the dolmens. The campus might be over a century old, but this thing looks much older than that, dark with age and exposure to the elements.

Markings cover the stone’s surface, the same language of loops and twists that’s in the Dogma book, but here it’s barely seen, almost as dark as the stone itself. I kneel in the sand and reach out; the urge is strong to run my fingers over the flowing script. The ground around the stone feels hotter than the rest of the beach, like there are pipes buried in the earth.

But no vibrations still.

Nick’s hand is on my wrist, fingers gentle but firm. “Don’t touch it,” he says.

He’s kneeling by my side, eyes on me. “This thing is …”

“Vile?” I finish the sentence. He nods.

There’s more to this artifact than meets the eye. If I look closely, on the margins of the looping script there are writings in English. Names scratched into stone.

Lexie. Riley. John. Max …

I stop counting at ten, but there are a lot more, the record tarnished by erosion.

Each name seems to have a date next to it.

Curious about something, I lean in closer, ignoring Nick’s protests.

5 5 08 is scratched next to Max’s name.

The date of Max Kader’s disappearance?

But what about the others? The sheer number of names makes me uneasy.

Aside from Julia Rogoff’s disappearance, I just assumed Max was the only one missing. Does the Crying Stone beg to differ? But if so many people have disappeared from this campus, why hasn’t someone raised the alarm? Why has none of this made the news?

Why hasn’t my mom said anything?

I wish I had butcher paper and pencils, to capture this sinister record cut into stone. I snap several photos of it instead, though between the glare of the sun and the deteriorated state of the Crying Stone, I worry as to the quality.

Nick offers me a hand and I accept. When I’m up, he doesn’t immediately let go as he leads me away. Wobbly on my feet, I’m grateful to leave the Crying Stone behind. I feel the ghost of a presence trailing behind us, following us back to campus. The skin of my back tightens with tension.

I softly let go of Nick’s hand and gather my fingers into a fist. The sensation helps me focus.

“You said you’ve felt vibrations near the Stone?” I ask. “I couldn’t sense anything. Not like in the library.”

“I think it comes and goes,” Nick says, looking thoughtful. “Like whatever is causing it is moving beneath the ground.”

“That’s a terrifying visual,” I say, remembering how I similarly thought about these vibrations as something sentient on the move, driven by some unknown force.

Shapeless dark things hurtling through tunnels underneath the campus is not something I want to acknowledge, not verbally at least. And with the distance growing between us and the Crying Stone, it’s easy to retreat into the safety of logic and order.

“Those names on the Stone,” I go on. “Who do you think those people are?” Were.

I hold back from sharing what I know about Max Kader; I need to hear Nick’s take first.

“I don’t know,” he says, sounding as puzzled as I feel, and honest to my ear. “There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about though. I think I owe you an explanation after freaking you out yesterday.”

I study his face out of the corner of my eye. Exposed to the sun, his cheekbones are starting to pink. My own SPF 50 sunblock may be faltering too, as I can sense the thorough path the sun is making across my skin. The nearest shade beckons from the widely spaced palm grove. Nick and I head in that direction.

“You did freak me out yesterday.” I keep my tone even, not wanting to scare him off. He appears confident now, but the boy I glimpsed yesterday had fear in his eyes. “Anything you want to tell me about … Soul Eaters?”

He flinches, as if the translation is as bad as the Latin original.

“I suspect Alister already told you about our dad, that he’s a historian who knows a lot about this place?” Nick says, and I nod. “Did he also promise to send you Dad’s articles?”

Confused by his tone, I nod again slowly, remembering those articles I never received.

“I guess he failed to mention how our father’s been discredited and his publications retracted?” Nick’s calm tone wavers for a second, hinting at the turmoil inside.

“Why would Alister go around chatting up your dad’s research then?” I ask.

Nick shrugs without breaking his stride. It’s amazing how much bitterness a gesture can pack. The safety of the palms can’t come soon enough. In addition to the sun’s blaze, I now feel the secondhand discomfort from Nick, and it’s making me anxious.

“To appear more interesting to a beautiful girl, maybe?” he says.

Before I can react to that, Nick goes on. “Alister’s in denial about it. He always took great pride in our family’s legacy. Dad’s misfortune must’ve hit him harder than he lets on.”

The way Nick says “legacy” is the same way Olga does. No pride or envy, only disdain.

“It’s actually really odd we got admitted into the Arches at all, given our family’s tarnished record,” Nick says.

I can’t help but feel an affinity with him. Our situations may be different, but I can tell he’s feeling like an impostor here on this lush campus, and in a way I do too.

“Why was your dad … canceled?” I ask carefully.

“Wanna take a guess?” he asks, his eyes glimmering with dark energy.

Maybe it’s talking about his family with someone who’s not his flesh and blood or perhaps it’s just that Nick senses likeness in me, with our shared connection to this place, but I feel like he’s finally opening up.

As for my guess …

“Your dad looked into things he wasn’t supposed to and those in power made sure to silence him?”

“Wow. You don’t mince words.” He looks at me with a new kind of appreciation in his eyes.

“Well. Alister said your dad was an expert in local history. But this history is rather odd, it seems. I bet powerful institutions don’t take too kindly to those who try to dig up their skeletons. Not with reputation and all that endowment money on the line.”

“Sounds like you speak from experience,” Nick says.

“Not exactly.”

I’m aware I’m expected to open up in turn, but what I really want to do is crawl back into my shell, suddenly exhausted.

Nick gives me space, the expectant silence between us stretching long.

In the shade of the palms, we sit down side by side on a patch of grass. Not a lot of time left before we need to return to the orientation, and I’m sure the other legacies are starting to wonder where we are. I bet whatever conclusions they have reached after seeing us leave the library basement yesterday are only being reinforced. I don’t care.

“My mom never talks about this place. But I always wondered if something happened to her here. Or to someone close to her,” I say, wondering how much to share with him about Julia and deciding to keep it to myself. “But now I have those names and dates from the Crying Stone. That’s something.”

“What’s next then?” Nick asks.

The question brings me back to earth.

He might as well have asked what’s in it for me. What’s at stake.

Am I just a naive kid, pretending to be more mysterious than I really am?

No.

This mystery is personal. I’ve never really been “normal” and I’m starting to believe that the strangeness of my childhood, with its lurking shadows and incidents at school, is connected to this place, to what happened to my mom.

“I’m going to keep digging,” I say. “I’ll look into those names and dates. I’ll see what else I can find about Soul Eaters. I need to know what’s going on. Don’t you? Don’t you want to know who these people are after they ruined your dad’s career?”

He doesn’t reply straightaway, but I sense a shift to his silence.

“I want to help,” he says.

For a moment all I can hear is the wind whistling in my ears and the hesitant rumble of the ocean. Like I’m stuck in a dream, the background noise playing on repeat.

Maybe somewhere, in some other life, Addie Velde is a regular girl, about to go to college, make new friends and discover herself anew. But I’m not she. There’s nothing regular about me, never was. I’m not saying this because I want to be special, but because I know there’s a dark thing hidden deep inside my soul. And whenever I come too close to the sinister force that lurks behind the academic glam of the Arches, that thing in me raises its head.

As if like calls to like.

As if this force recognizes my darkness.
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TWENTY-EIGHT

The rest of the day passes in a flurry.

As expected, our fellow legacies give us funny looks when Nick and I rejoin the program, but the afternoon’s tight schedule leaves no time for casual chats or gossip. For that I’m grateful. Visiting the Crying Stone shook me more than I expected. Despite being back on campus and going about my overscheduled day, it takes longer to recover my ground, for my hands to stop trembling.

I’ve been added to a group chat called Li’l Legacies, where several questions as to my whereabouts were already posted, the level of innuendo varying between the authors. Ellie articulates her “hypothesis” via Buffy the Vampire Slayer memes, while Alister uses this as an opportunity to pick on his brother (Nicky is so bad with directions; he used to get lost playing hide-and-seek). But Nick doesn’t seem to care one bit about his brother’s teasing, so I take my cue from him.

I text Olga during dinner, wondering if she’s spending the night in our room. I have questions for her journalist girlfriend. But when I try to sneak away from the group, Ellie blocks my retreat from the cafeteria, quite literally—her hand pulling at my sleeve. The legacies are invited to her room for a little dorm party tonight. I suspect Ellie is not someone who just accepts no for an answer. But also … there’s a girl in me who yearns for normalcy and friendship. And tonight that girl wins out, she stomps her foot and gets her way. I text Olga, telling her I’ll be late after all, then follow Li’l Legacies to Devana.

As we trek toward the dorms, Nick catches my eye and gives me a tight-lipped smile, a shared understanding passing between us. I don’t even care if others are seeing this exchange and making assumptions.

It doesn’t surprise me how modern and bright Devana looks compared to Mokosh. The other dorms in the residential circle are like that too, their friendly vibe making Mokosh appear even more like an outcast. But what really stands out to me is how happy Devana feels. Can a building be described that way? If Mokosh is full of foreboding, Devana is cozy and bursting with excitement.

Most Devana rooms are singles, but there’s a small number of doubles. Apparently, Nick and Alister are in one, while Ellie and Bee are neighbors, sharing a wall.

We’re less than a week into the program, but Ellie’s space already looks as inhabited as if she’s been living here for months. An entire wall is taken over by a messy collage of black and white pencil drawings. It’s reminiscent of Olga’s wall of symbols but arguably more aesthetically pleasing, unified by Ellie’s bold personal style. I didn’t peg her as an artist, but then again I don’t know enough about her to peg her as anything other than a fearless girl who wore red pleather on her first day on campus. Today she may have opted for a more subdued ensemble of skinny jeans and oversized button-down, but her energy remains strong. The way her gaze falls on me at times, it’s like she’s drilling straight into my core, about to unearth my deepest secrets.

Nick and Alister go with Bee to her room for supplies, their muffled conversation heard through the thin wall, while Ellie is busy pulling bottle after bottle from what seems to be a bottomless stash under her bed.

I go to study the drawings on the wall. Cool, dramatic sketches of the campus and the dorms. And portraits of our group—mostly of Bee from several angles, a few of the Lanagan twins, and one of me.

It’s a strange one.

The face is unmistakably mine, but I look … spooked? There’s alarm in my very dark eyes. I’m pictured down to my waist, the rest disappearing behind a corridor, my black hair and equally black dress spreading out like an ink stain, blending with the dark background. The walls around me are textured and domineering. If I were to take a guess as to where Ellie set this piece, I’d say it’s somewhere underground.

“Interesting artistic choices.” I point at the picture, keeping my tone light.

Ellie is busy releasing a set of biodegradable paper cups from its packaging. When this girl says “party” she means business. Has she brought all this from home or bought it after arriving on campus? Either way, I’m impressed.

“Huh? Oh. Yeah. It started as an entry in my dream journal but then kind of took off… .”

At my questioning look, she pauses what she’s doing to explain. “Ages ago, my therapist suggested I start sketching my dreams, to debrief and reflect. I used to have these awful nightmares when I was a kid. My parents signed me up for art classes to give me an outlet. I guess it stuck. I still sketch my dreams once in a while. And I’ve been having strange ones since I came here.”

Would it be weird if I asked to see Ellie’s visual dream journal? Probably. I wouldn’t want someone I barely know, or even someone I’m close to for that matter, to read the journal I used to keep as a kid. Especially during the time in my life when I was relentlessly plagued by my shadowy stalkers.

And yet, it feels fair to be curious given how I’m an apparent star of Ellie’s dreams. She doesn’t seem embarrassed by the fact, while I get more and more so, especially as I register more signs of fear on my face in the portrait.

“Should I be flattered or concerned you’re dreaming about me?” I ask, as casually as I can muster.

“I like girls, true, but you’re not exactly my type. Sorry, Wednesday.” She snorts, but her smile doesn’t linger. “I have an overactive imagination, that’s all. As a kid, I believed for a time that all this weird stuff I was dreaming about was coming true, which created a lot of problems for me at school. I still have an occasional creepy dream, but instead of going around freaking people out by telling them we’re all gonna die, I get a pen and paper and sketch it all the hell out of my mind. Bee knows about this and now you do too, but I’d appreciate it if the twins didn’t know. Nick is okay, but I don’t want to give Alister any reason to poke jokes at me. Yeah?”

I nod. Of course I’m not going to mention this to anyone. But Ellie’s explanation behind my unsettling portrait only makes me more anxious. Especially since it appears we have way too much in common, our childhoods plagued by weirdness transcending “regular” odd kid behavior.

If I were to question Bee and the Lanagan twins, would more similarities between us all emerge?

Ellie is back on task, her desk starting to resemble a bar, with six-packs of beer, cocktail mixers, and a half-empty bottle of tequila taking center stage. Looking proud of her work, Ellie grabs a beer can and offers it to me.

“It’s amazing what a fake ID can get you,” she says. “If you want one, I know a dude. He’s an artist, like me.” Her laugh is a bit bitter, but she snaps out of it quickly and grins at me.

“Good to know,” I say. “Thanks for inviting me.”

I take a sniff of my warm beer and am not convinced. I don’t have much experience with drinking. This is actually the first party I’ve ever been to that doesn’t have my parents present.

“Of course,” Ellie says, opening a tropical cocktail mixer and taking an eager sip. “We need to stick together if we’re going to survive this place.”

Bee, Nick, and Alister return, bringing more party supplies. Thankfully, it’s not booze. The brothers are holding a small crate filled with saltine crackers, mini chocolates, and packets of glazed nuts among other assorted snacks.

“My mom made me take all this. I have more in my room.” Bee shrugs but overall looks pleased with their level of readiness for college dorm life.

I, on the other hand, feel like such a newbie. I brought no snacks, no booze. My party-throwing capacity is nonexistent. Though I doubt anyone would want to come to Mokosh and party with me there, not with the Devouring Well and the general funereal vibe putting a damper on things.

I lose track of time, and it actually feels kind of nice to just hang out and chat about things of little consequence, like which one of our guest speakers today was the most boring, or how Alister tried to sneak into the Staff Social Club last night and masterfully evaded capture by an overzealous security guard. I even brave a shot of tequila, which burns my throat but warms my insides.

I don’t notice how dark it’s gotten until someone dims the lights in the room and I look up to see the night sky in the window, a nearly perfect full moon spilling its dull light through the clouds.

I shiver in discomfort. Some find moonlight beautiful and poetic, but to me it’s a herald of bad things to come. Hungry shadows grow bold in the light of the moon.

The party is no longer enjoyable, and all I can think about now is that I’ll have to walk to Mokosh alone in the dark.

Out of my periphery, Bee suddenly lunges from her seat, drops her cup, and rushes to the window, slamming both hands against the glass and letting out a short and piercing scream. The sound of it ripples, giving off an impossible echo.

My ears must be buzzing from all the booze.

The party slides into surreal dream territory, as a thin crack spreads through the window, glass cracking ominously.

“Shit!” Ellie cries out, scrambling to Bee’s side. “What are you doing?”

Bee is frozen in place, looking out the window, where the world stands smothered in darkness and fog. Behind her, the paper cup’s contents are staining the carpet.

“What is it, Bee?” Ellie’s voice rises. She has an arm around Bee’s shoulders, her eyes following the direction of Bee’s gaze.

Looking shaken, Bee is biting their lower lip.

“I saw …” Bee says at last, tapping their finger against the fractured window glass.

We’re on the second floor, and all I see out there is the moon peeking through the patchy clouds, its glow making my eyes water.

But there’s nothing else.

“What did you see?” Ellie glares at the window like it has personally offended her.

“A … face?” Bee sounds doubtful. “Oh shit. I’m sorry!” She looks down, noticing the soaked carpet.

She untangles from Ellie’s embrace and jumps into action, moving with nervous efficiency, using a bunch of paper towels to clean up the mess. The rest of us watch in stunned silence.

“Hopefully, it won’t stay sticky,” Bee mutters under their breath, mechanically dabbing a towel against the wet spot.

“Don’t worry about it,” Ellie says, kneeling next to Bee and pulling her upright. “But there’s nothing out there. Look.” She points at the dark glass.

“I know that,” Bee says but avoids looking at the window.

Alister comes over and forces the window open, its old lock complaining in resistance. The darkness spills into the room. Whatever might’ve spooked Bee is long gone.

The collective mood sours after that; it’s time for me to head to my own dorm anyway. When I say my goodbyes and start to leave, Ellie protests. “You’re not going anywhere alone, little legacy. We’ll walk you.”

“It’s not far. It’ll be fine,” I say, though deep down I’m relieved.

Bee’s scream still rings fresh in my mind, and the gloomy look lingering in their eyes makes me wonder what she thought she saw.

We walk to Mokosh as a group. Nick sticks close to me, silent but present. Alister is in the back with Ellie. His obvious flirting is making her giggle, but the sound is more polite than interested. I take it Alister is not yet aware he’s not to Ellie’s taste.

Bee is in the middle of our procession, like we’re flanking them subconsciously. They move like a sleepwalker. Whenever I glance at them, their eyes appear unfocused.

Occasionally, I catch Bee throwing a sideways glance, scanning the spaces between the trees.

But despite Bee’s odd behavior, this whole walking-me-home-as-a-group thing makes me feel cozy deep down, as well as wary of what this place is doing to us. We all must feel this deep-seated danger that has us stuck in near-flight mode, like we’re prey suspecting we’re being stalked by a predator that’s yet to reveal itself.

And there’s definitely something off about this darkness. It makes my vision ripple whenever I focus on it for long.
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TWENTY-NINE

Muffled voices coming from my room move me to knock before opening the door.

I find Olga and Daphne in bed, deep in conversation. The pair is snuggled up but, thankfully, dressed. A laptop is wedged between them, they’re sharing a set of old-school earbuds. Seeing them so loved up makes me blush. I’m aware other people have intimate lives and relationships. In theory. Seeing it in practice turns me into a gawking noob. It doesn’t help that up close Daphne is even prettier than in her video, her dark braids gathered up into an artful bun and her skin flushed, giving her a gentle glow.

“She arrives at last,” Olga says, looking up from the laptop’s screen. “The elusive roommate.”

“I’m not elusive,” I say as I plunk on my bed and pull off my shoes. “Our lives just run on conflicting schedules, that’s all. But, hey, nice to meet you, Daphne.” I meet the eyes of Olga’s girlfriend, who’s been studying me since I walked in. “Love your work. About the well and all.”

The girls exchange a look, an unspoken something passing between them.

“Olga tells me your mom studied here. When did she graduate?” Daphne asks, sounding like she’s already in research mode.

“In 2004.”

“Then she was here when that professor went missing,” Daphne says, exchanging another heavy look with Olga. “Julia Rogoff.”

“Is that common knowledge around here?” I ask. “Because I swear I haven’t heard a single thing about that before coming on campus.”

“Most kids here don’t know and don’t care.” Daphne shrugs. “But once you stick your nose where it doesn’t belong, you become a magnet for all the weird stuff.”

“Speaking of sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong. I fixed the issue with the app,” Olga says, a bit too casually. “You should try it out on that symbol now.”

I sit up taller. “Just tell me what you found.”

“Wouldn’t want to take away your joy of discovery,” she teases. “Seriously though, just download the app. I need more people for beta testing. Pretty please?”

“Yeah. Sure.” I get my phone out and search for Olga Lens.

The app’s logo is some alchemical-looking symbol trapped under a vintage magnifying glass. I upload the photo of the sigil from the Old Quad into the app. There comes the familiar screech of a fax machine in action. Olga and Daphne are quiet, watching me, waiting for my reaction. The suspense is contagious.

If I needed more proof that Olga Diaz is a genius, it is here in my hands. My brilliant roommate has added a whole new category of symbol identification to her app: derivations. As in variations on established symbols, resulting in images that look a lot like something but don’t quite fit the “proper” design. Like if someone took Girl Scouts’ shamrock logo and added a fourth silhouette to it or tweaked its overall shape to resemble a rose and not a clover.

Turns out, the reason Olga’s algorithm didn’t work before is because the Old Quad symbol doesn’t fully match any of the images available in online databases. And as I read the description generated by the app, I understand why.

The symbol that puzzled me on my first day on campus is a variation on an Old Slavonic pictogram meaning Veles, the god of livestock and agriculture as well as of magic and spirituality. And because our predecessors made sure their gods worked hard for the money, Veles was also believed to guard the gates to the underworld.

Babulya Irina was a person of eclectic faith—there was an elf under every rock and a house spirit behind every stovetop. Her collection of faceless rag dolls representing the spirits and deities she honored crowded her home altar, competing against the bona fide saints of the Russian Orthodox pantheon. She regularly referred to pre-Christian deities when discussing the weather, the seasons, and the like.

But as I try to remember if she ever mentioned Veles, my mind draws a blank.

Aware that Olga and Daphne are waiting for my reaction, I finish skimming through the explanatory text.

The inverted triangle pictogram, the app informs me, is attributed to a certain nomadic cult that likely had its peak in the late eighteenth century. Among the images the app drew on to identify the Old Quad symbol is a carving on a stone near a deep hole believed to be an entryway to the underworld.

Though human sacrifice was banned in the 980s in ancient Rus’, its remnants could be found in symbols and theatrical reenactments practiced in secret by those maintaining their belief in the old gods despite the pressure of Christianization. The zaklani’e symbol of the inverted triangle likely means “sacrifice.” It can refer to symbolic sacrifice, for example, personal sacrifice that comes with dedicating one’s life to serving a deity. Families would “sacrifice” children to serve at temples as priests. However, anthropologist Dr. Catriona Kels of Elzborg University argues the symbol means “human sacrifice” quite literally, given that human remains have been found in nearby caves, dating to as recently as the late eighteenth century… .

My fingers turn white, gripping the phone; my mind blanks for a long moment. All I see is the symbol, multiplying before my eyes. A swarm of inverted triangles with horns floating in my vision.

Zaklani’e. Sacrifice.

It must have something to do with Anima Devorantis and the rituals they practiced on this land.

Soul-devouring rituals.

I need to snap out of it, to stop the onslaught of my spiralling thoughts. Regardless of what some bizarre group did or didn’t do in the past, despite all this weird history, the Old Quad symbol might just be that—a symbol, an echo of the past long gone. In all likelihood, it became absorbed into the university’s iconography, eventually making it to my personalized orientation schedule, coming to signify legacy students’ activities.

A logical enough explanation.

Because the alternative is so grim and eerie I struggle to articulate it, even to myself.

Is something truly disturbing going on here, behind the facade of this idyllic campus by the sea? Are a bunch of students, me included, being slated for some grim fate? But why? And who’s behind it?

I need proof. I need to stay calm and reason this out. And I have just the people here to help me.
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THIRTY

“Your app is brilliant,” I say as I look up from my phone.

“I know,” Olga replies. Next to her, Daphne is nodding in agreement. “That symbol—others like that are all over campus, if you know where to look,” Olga goes on. “Once you spot one, you keep finding them. They likely date to before the university’s founding. My guess is that they’re like labels, describing the function of a place. The library is marked with a sign similar to that of Svetovit.” She pulls out her phone and reads from the screen. “‘The four-headed god of war as well as the god of imprisonment’ … Makes sense, since Woodruff and Shine used to be a jail. And those old rocks sticking out from the ground at Burning Lawn? There’s a mark on one that resembles that of Chernobog.”

“God of death,” I say, remembering the stories Babulya told me as we sat by her home altar, observed by the gloomy-faced Orthodox saints trapped in small icons.

“This girl knows her Slavic gods.” Daphne looks impressed.

“Kind of,” I say, not wanting to go into details. “I’m guessing based on that name, they haven’t used the lawn to host BBQs.”

The three of us sit in pensive silence.

What exactly used to take place here, on campus, in this building we now call home? What memories do these walls carry?

And why did the past worshippers change the established symbols of their faith? Did they simply forget the details and have to improvise? Or were the gods they worshipped not exactly those from the ancient Slavic pantheon?

My attention drifts to the Devouring Well. Even if I can’t see it, I feel its pull as it haunts the space outside the window.

“The people who lived here, they called themselves Anima Devorantis.”

Without realizing I’m doing it, my voice drops at the group’s name.

“That’s Latin,” Daphne says. “Why would an immigrant group worshipping old Slavic gods use Latin?”

“Latin is common in some liturgical practices… . Or maybe they just wanted to fit in?” I say.

It wasn’t uncommon for new arrivals to the States to change their names as a way of starting over and in hopes of avoiding scrutiny and discrimination. Not all did it, but still. Maybe changing their name to Latin is a version of that for foreign religious or spiritual groups coming to the US?

I go on, “Maybe they came here to escape religious persecution. They kept to themselves, worshipped their gods. Things were going great for them—until they weren’t. Something must’ve gone wrong for them to take off and not look back. All these abandoned buildings with their symbols became part of the university. What I don’t get though is why not take advantage of it, why not make this history an official part of the Arches’ biography? After all, all of this is in the past. Right?”

By the end of my little monologue, I start doubting my own logic. There are gaps in this story. Gaps shaped like missing people. Max Kader. Julia Rogoff. Possibly more. A lot more.

“I’m seeing a different story here,” Daphne says, coming to sit on the edge of the bed. Gone is the relaxed loved-up girl from earlier, the steely-eyed journalist taking her place. “It’s likely Anima Devorantis has been practicing human sacrifice. They left their home country or they were kicked out of it, and after they came here they soon picked up where they left off. Maybe they only want us to think they’re gone, but what if it’s a ruse? What if they’re just very good at keeping to the shadows? But … sometimes they slip up. And that’s when you hear these stories about campus monsters and ghouls and whatnot. That guy I spoke with about the missing persons case from 2008 told me his old professor once mentioned the Buried Ones.”

I snap to attention. The Buried Ones. From Tamara Levandi’s artist statement accompanying her Julia Rogoff portraits. Levandi’s words sounded accusatory, like she was blaming Julia for exposing her and others to these Buried Ones.

“What do you think those are?” I ask Daphne.

“Who knows. He didn’t elaborate. And I don’t think it even matters,” she says. “It’s all different names for the same campus myth. Whenever something strange happens, like a student sees something or someone goes missing, there’s whispers of the Buried Ones or the monsters or whatever. And instead of nipping these tales in the bud, whoever’s behind it cultivates them because it’s convenient. Better to have students believe there’s a ghost than risk them learning the truth.”

“That story you did for your class,” I say. “What Anthony witnessed … Isn’t Max Kader’s disappearance proof that all of this is real? He and all the others who may have gone missing.”

“Others?” Both Daphne and Olga look up, their expressions identical in their alarm.

I tell them about the names I saw scratched into the Crying Stone, the dates next to them, including that of Max Kader’s disappearance. Daphne asks to see the photos I took, so I send them over.

“Leave this with me,” Daphne says. “I’m used to looking things up in the old microfiche collection in the city library. And I have a contact at the local police station. Maybe she’ll share something with me now that I have specific names and dates.”

“You’re not going to do something that’ll get you in trouble, are you?” I ask, addressing them both.

“Of course not.” Daphne gives me a wink. “We never get in trouble. Because we never get caught! Okay, I do need my beauty sleep.” She taps her smartwatch and gets up to leave.

“I’ll walk with you.” Olga leaves the bed and follows her girlfriend out of the room.

I overhear Olga asking if Daphne was sure she didn’t want to sleep over. I don’t hear Daphne’s response.

“Be careful, okay?” I yell after them, then remember it’s late and everyone’s probably asleep already, it’s so quiet in the building.
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I must’ve drifted off. The door creaking, signalling Olga’s return, drags me back to the surface. I emerge from a nightmare that had me crawling through a tight tunnel, moving like a snake or some scaly monster, my long, sharp nails shredding the ground with ugly cuts. I moved with urgency that bordered mania, that screamed madness as my stomach rumbled with hunger, the size of which filled me with bitter fear.

Whether I was being chased or chasing someone, I’m not sure. And if the latter, I don’t want to know what would’ve happened if I got them.

Even awake, the coldness of the tunnels and the smell of the upturned earth hold me in their grip. The buzz of vibrations clings to my ears before reluctantly letting go.

THE VELDE FAMILY HOME VIDEO: DELETED ENTRY [RESTORED]

Shadowplay (Addie is thirteen)

It’s nighttime. Addie’s room comes into view. The curtains are drawn back, the light of the moon flooding in. Aside from it, the only source of illumination is a floor lamp tucked in the corner.

The room looks different from earlier videos, stripped of cheerful posters and pink rugs. The shelves are bursting with books, and the wall mirror is covered heavily with Post-it notes.

Addie appears in front of the camera and fiddles with it until the viewfinder is fixed on her face.

“I need to know if they’re real,” Addie says, exhaling deeply. “These things … I get glimpses of them. They stick to the shadows to blend in… . They’re most active when there’s moonlight, like it draws them out. But I’m going to catch them, and then I’ll know what the hell they are!”

Addie picks up the camera and takes it around the room, going corner to corner, pointing it into hard-to-see places—under the bed, behind the desk …

She whimpers and ducks as if dodging an invisible bird attack.

“Crap. What was that?”

Shakily, the camera faces the window, then follows the path of the moonlight spilling into the room, particles of dust floating in the air.

Addie’s reflection is caught in the mirror; her shadow appears to be stretching long behind her, growing darker. Unnatural.

The camera moves, relegating the shadow to the edge of the frame, where it gasps and pulses, a heart struggling to beat.

Addie’s reflection grows completely still. The camera stops moving, then returns to the mirror. For a stretch of time nothing happens, though the moonlight seems to be growing dull, as if dimmed or sucked away.

A subtle thump is heard in the background, rhythmic vibrations kick in.

In the mirror, what’s seen of Addie’s shadow twists and grows, stretching up, up, up until it’s standing behind her, dominating her, curling over her.

Addie stands still, only her camera-holding hand is shaking.

“What do you want from me? What do you want? What are you?” Addie’s voice dissolves into quiet, panicked sobs.

The shadow behind her is no shadow at all, it never was.

The dark figure towers over her, its black clothing moving in the impossible wind. Its misshapen head is covered by a hood, face hidden. Its monstrous hands, talons long and crooked, reach for Addie, embracing her slowly, almost gently.

A talon tangles in her hair, Addie cries out but doesn’t move, doesn’t run.

The dark figure wraps itself around Addie, it clings to her back, nearly covering her entirely, like a dark mantle, becoming a part of her.

An otherworldly gasp goes through the room. The footage cuts off when the camera falls to the floor, its lens cracking.
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THIRTY-ONE

The morning brings clarity; last night’s dream turns fuzzy. But I remember enough of it for unease to take root in my heart.

I go through the day of orientation activities, listening to the alumni speak about how marvelous their lives turned out after graduation, but all I can think about is how selective darkness is. How for the great majority of prospective students this is a happy, carefree time, their moment to prepare for life on campus before inevitably joining the cohort of the Arches’ many successes. But for me this feels like a short reprieve before having to deal with all these bizarre things I’m learning about this place, and my mom’s role in them.

I’m in my room after lunch, waiting for an update from Olga and Daphne, when my phone dings with a text notification.

Wanna go together to the mixer?

I stare at the words as reality rushes in. The day is far from over. Tonight the orientation kids are scheduled to attend a social mixer, to celebrate our first week on campus. And straight after that, there’s another function, just for the legacies. But I still have no idea what this legacies-only activity will entail, or even where it’ll be held.

The message is from Alister. Seeing his name surprises as much as disappoints me. I felt like Nick and I were getting close. I still remember the shape of his hand in mine when we were on the beach yesterday. But maybe this is all in my head. He probably sees me like everyone else in the program, a new friend.

But Alister’s been keeping his distance. I occasionally catch his eyes on me, but he’s always quick to look away. Has he been biding his time, waiting for an opportunity to get closer?

His message reminds me I have less than an hour to get ready. I rush to peel off my clothes and put on the nicest attire I brought with me to campus, a dark blue tunic dress with shimmery silver stitching. As I get dressed I wonder if Alister is just being friendly or if there’s more to the invitation.

I don’t want it to be more.

I’m running late! Will meet you there.

I hit Send.

Alister responds almost immediately with a sad face emoji.

By the time I leave the room, the late afternoon sun is blasting everything in sight, enjoying its last hurrah of the day. But despite the abundance of light, all I see is shadows.

Symbols stare at me from every rock and every wall, and if I’m not careful, if I stare into the dark space between the trees for too long, it forms a face and stares back.

The mixer is at a place called the Commons, a modern building, free of vibrations and negative vibes. The Commons’ white and sterile insides make me think of dystopian futures scrubbed of emotions and personality traits. Appropriately, the building smells of nothing and eats up all sound. Each classroom I pass is stuffed with futuristic desks and giant screens, cyclopean cameras following my progress. This is the modern world encased in the trappings of an older, more mysterious campus.

If the sparkly new Commons is any indication, the university is thriving. The Arches may have been up-and-coming once upon a time, a college for the kids of the working class and the immigrants, but things evidently have changed. The university must’ve produced enough successful alumni to benefit from all that sweet endowment. My mom is definitely doing her part helping keep this place afloat.

Alone and slightly regretful I didn’t take up Alister on his offer of walking together—or better yet ask Nick the same question when I saw him at lunch—I move toward the echoing noise in the distance. Voices, subdued laughter, moving feet, the buzz of socializing.

By the time I reach the Commons’ cold, cold heart, the mixer is in full swing. The windows here are partially draped, the lights dimmed. Under the heavy gazes of the portraits that line the walls, this soulless building feels alive with intrigue. As if the older parts of campus are invading this space, seeping through the brick.

The oval-shaped function space packs a crowd. More than ever, in this moment I’m grateful we were split into smaller groups for the orientation. Standing in the doorway, I wince at the noise and the chaotic movement.

I draw a long breath.

At the far wall the tables are bursting with finger foods, drawing a thicker crowd. I spot some familiar faces, my fellow legacies and Karina, who’s been shepherding our group through the program with a steady hand. Even Malena-the-librarian is here, but I only catch a glimpse of her before she merges with the crowd.

Notably, Ludwig Eriksson is absent. I haven’t seen him since that first day by the Old Quad.

I sag in relief when I spot Nick in the crowd. It helps that he’s half a foot taller than most people here. The equally tall Alister is a satellite of his brother, circling from a small distance, unable or unwilling to move too far away.

I mentally will Nick to meet my gaze, but then a portrait of a red-haired woman snags my attention. I know her face; it’s one I will likely never forget.

Julia Rogoff’s eyes are eerily alive as they settle on me and follow my progress.

I barely register the crowd moving around me as I come to her. The words etched into the gilded plaque next to the portrait swim in my view.


Julia Rogoff, PhD.

Beloved daughter and teacher.

Born Yuliya Rogova in 1971 in Ervington, California.

Tenured in the University of the Arches, 1998–2002.



But then another dedication to Julia immediately comes to mind.

You have taught us to fear our own shadows. You’ve laid our names on the altar of the Buried Ones.

I’m standing too close; the picture dissolves into a mess of lines and strokes, the artist’s work dissected. I take a step back, studying the portrait more carefully. Julia’s hands are folded on her lap. She is seated on an elaborate chair, black dress falling to her ankles like ceremonial robes. Her fingers are weighted down with dramatic statement rings—a blood-red ruby on her right index finger, a black obsidian next to it, a ring with a muddy green eye that looks like a Victorian memento mori on her other hand. And then there’s a simple silver band with the familiar inverted triangle symbol, the look of which makes my heart beat fast with premonition.

I’m ejected from the Commons and propelled into whatever reality Julia Rogoff inhabits. Julia, a cult priestess, not a college academic. Julia, pulsing with dark energy.

I feel the movement of air against my face, my hair.

Have the vibrations returned, followed me here?

Someone says something, followed by a whisper that is my name, but the voice is so twisted by the vibrations it could be anyone. Ellie. Bee. Nick. Alister.

Julia.

Not Julia. The professor is long gone. Missing. As good as dead. And my mother had something to do with it. Where did the thought come from?

I feel a presence, a hot exhale against my neck.

I stumble away from the portrait, and as I face the crowd I’m accosted by a figure in black robes. A being straight out of Tamara Levandi’s Feasting on the Spirit, this demon’s face is concealed by the hood and the shadow it casts. Only its bloodied mouth is on full display.

The other students ignore the ghoul, moving around it like it’s not even there. Am I the only one who can see it?

This is bad, very bad.

Lurking shadows bad.

I don’t remember walking up to the dark figure, but here I am, itching to raise a hand and unmask whoever this is before running like hell.

The red mouth opens.

“Are you ready to know your fate, oh young one?”

I expect this thing to sound like rocks grinding against rocks, or like a thousand hellish moths flapping their wings, but the words come out surprisingly clear.

Shock-frozen, I watch the being raise its arm. There’s a deck of cards fanned out between the clawed fingers.

It wants me to … pick a card?

I barely even register moving, but here I am, already pulling a card from the middle of the deck. The cards are larger than a standard playing deck, even a tad larger than tarot.

I turn the card over and stare at the picture. It doesn’t make any sense.

Lines. Circles. Partial words.

The geometric latticework on the card’s other side ripples in my vision, but once I spot the familiar symbol woven into the pattern, my heart drops low with premonition.

The inverted triangle crowned with a set of horns. Sacrifice.

I hear my name whispered into my ear again, and then I’m falling.
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THIRTY-TWO

I don’t “come to” because I haven’t blacked out, though I definitely came close to it.

The time between drawing the card from the shadowy figure’s deck and ending up in this quiet, empty classroom with Nick is a blur.

It’s a computer lab. I’m seated at one of the desk stations, a dark monitor to my right. Everything is still swimming in my view, but stabilizing slowly. Nick’s face is the only thing that’s not moving, my anchor.

“How are you feeling?” he asks, sounding cautious, like I’m a sickly, fragile thing who just had a total breakdown. “You seemed a bit out of sorts, so I brought you here. It’s been a long day. And a strange week.”

I nod. Indeed, it’s been a long day and, yes, a very strange week.

“Not sure what happened,” I say. “I think I’m seeing …”

I’m about to say “I’m seeing things” but stop myself. In my mind I reconstruct the sequence of recent events—arriving to the Commons, walking its desolate, futuristic corridors, feeling shivery on the threshold to the mixer, then seeing Julia Rogoff, followed by the encounter with the thing in dark robes.

What happened to the card I pulled? Was it real?

Too aware of Nick’s unwavering gaze, I reach into my dress’s pocket. My fingers slide against the card’s glossy texture. The relief I feel softens my tight lungs. But when I extract the card and study it in the steady light of the computer lab, its image remains a mystery.

Wordlessly, Nick pulls a similar-looking card from the back pocket of his jeans. He holds it up next to mine. His face is hard to read. Befuddlement? Shock? Awe?

I bet my expression matches his, because how else can I possibly react to the fact that the cards we have randomly pulled seem to match up perfectly, lines and curves aligning in a way that almost makes sense.

“A puzzle? Really?” I say as I study the two cards side by side. My world has finally stopped spinning, allowing me to see a pattern of sorts. “And who was that … person, anyway?”

“A party magician,” Nick says, a lingering concern in his expression. “He came over to our group before you showed up and made some predictions for the freshman year.”

“What kind of predictions?” I ask, though I don’t think I really want to know. A party magician or not, my fear was very much real.

“Nothing worth repeating,” Nick replies, though the soft blush spreading over his nose and cheeks tells me said predictions must’ve been of a romantic or personal nature. “These cards on the other hand …”

As Nick focuses on the two cards, a frown forms between his eyebrows. But just as he’s about to share his thoughts on the matter, Ellie, Bee, and Alister invade the room, dragging the sounds and smells of the party behind them. Three pairs of eyes zero in on us, and once again I know how this looks, with Nick leaning over me in a dark, private room.

“Hey, lovebirds!” Ellie says, without missing a beat. “What are you doing here alone?” She takes a closer look at me and her bright face darkens. “Are you okay, Addie? I see you also got one of these.”

She holds up a card that’s identical in shape and size to the ones Nick and I pulled. On cue, Bee and Alister show their cards too. With the five cards put together, the pattern of their fragmented images reveals itself.

I will question later how the five of us have managed to pick the cards that make some kind of sense together, but for now I let myself see it for what it is.

Aligned, the cards reveal a letter-number combo, the kind used to locate a spot on a chess board.

Or a map.

The coordinates are followed by a date and time, which corresponds to later tonight. Somewhere on campus.

Without conferring, Bee produces a folded campus map from her pocket and we gather around to study it.

The letter-number square on the map corresponds to the Old Quad.

Our orientation program has only one other item left tonight, the unnamed “legacy activity” marked with the inverted triangle symbol.

It might be something mundane, another mixer, but …

Why can’t I shed this feeling of fate encroaching on us all?
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THIRTY-THREE

After we return to the festivities, Nick wedges a plate full of snacks into my hands. Bee brings me a bottle of water. But the taste of food is a vague memory. I’m too tense, and I keep waiting for something.

But there’s a logical explanation for everything, it turns out. That includes the creepy magician at the orientation mixer, handing out cards to students and telling them their fortunes.

“It’s just a quirky tradition we have here,” Karina says when Nick and I, and the rest of the legacies, rejoin the party. “The Arches has a bit of an obsession with its past. The community that used to live here over a century ago held some interesting beliefs. So every year, each new intake of students gets a bit of exposure to that lore.”

“How does a card-reading magician fit into this?” Bee asks the question we all must be thinking.

“Oh, that’s a fun little nugget of local history,” Karina replies with a generous smile. “I’m glad you asked, Bee. It’s believed that people who lived here used cards just like those to select people for certain tasks and roles in the community. Likely it was to avoid complaints when apprenticeships were being decided. Here, have a look… .”

She calls over the “magician,” who looks different now with his hood thrown back—a middle-aged man in theatrical makeup and stage attire. He hands his dwindled deck over to Karina, and she demonstrates how each card carries an image reminiscent of a chore or a profession in a turn-of-the-century village. Milkmaid, blacksmith, cobbler. If Anima Devorantis really used these cards as Karina suggests, they didn’t care about skills or affinities, assigning people to jobs at random.

But Karina’s explanation doesn’t sit right. What about our cards? Different from the rest of the deck, they seem to be specially made with the sole purpose of giving us directions to the legacy-only event. And somehow the five of us just so happened to pick them.

But none of us seem to be in a rush to show our cards to Karina; we keep them hidden.

“Makes sense, I guess,” Bee says as the magician departs our circle to roam the party, then adds stubbornly, “I get the cards, kind of. But I still don’t get the magician.”

“We thought it’d be fun and in line with the theme.” Karina gestures around the bustling room. “The Folk Magic of the Past,” she clarifies after spotting my confused expression. “It’s in your program.”

At her words, I take a closer look around. Given my abrupt encounter with the magician earlier, I didn’t have a chance to check out this space. Now that I do, I pick up on peculiar decor choices—bales of straw wrapped in twinkling fairy lights tucked into corners, rusted agrarian instruments hanging on the walls … Cheesy, too on the nose.

But then there are also symbols everywhere. Inverted triangles, bifurcated circles, herringbone arrows that bend upon themselves. And more.

“Anthropologists argue that symbols are a rudimentary form of communication—while arcane symbols allow us to communicate with the divine,” Karina says, snapping me out of my study.

“What do these symbols mean?” I ask, pointing at the wall nearby. I hope to find clues in her changing expression.

“We don’t really know,” she says with a careful laugh, her face pleasant and impenetrable. “But they look great, don’t they? Anyway, we thought a magician would be a fun way to pay tribute to our past,” Karina goes on, and again I feel the weight of her eyes on me. “I’m sorry it disturbed you, Adriana.”

I don’t bother correcting her—if she hasn’t learned my name by now, I doubt anything will change that—but her expression makes me wonder if she’s as clueless as she appears.

“It wasn’t that,” I lie. “I’m anemic, and I get dizzy sometimes,” I offer as an explanation for why I ran away from the room.

“You should see the campus GP,” Karina says, seamlessly switching to her babysitter role. “I’ll accompany you tomorrow.”

“I can take her,” Ellie pipes in, and thankfully that seems to pacify our group leader, her attention moving away from me.

I feel lighter but some unease lingers, clinging to my skin. And when I try to locate the magician in the crowd, hoping to discreetly ask him about the cards, he seems to have vanished from the room. Instead, I spot Malena. Our eyes meet, but she doesn’t hold my gaze.
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The sun is setting when we leave the party at the Commons. Alister and Bee lead the way, the rest of us tagging along. The closer we get to the Old Quad, the more my resolve weakens, giving way to full-on anxiety. The early evening chill is not enough to soothe me.

It doesn’t help that Nick looks grim and tired, dark half-moons of poor sleep under his eyes. What’s keeping him awake at night? The question brings to mind my own nightmares, which at times feel too realistic to be dreams.

“Do you think it’s some initiation thing? I’ve read about those,” Ellie says, falling into step with me. “Like when people pledge for a society.”

“But the Arches doesn’t have Greek Life,” I say.

It’s an oddity for a Californian college to be fraternity- and sorority-free, but according to its website, the Arches prides itself on equality and rejects any kind of division. It sounds great on paper, but it’s not exactly practiced in every aspect of university life. Take our little legacy group, for instance. We’ve been nothing but set apart from the rest of the intake, elevated for no reason other than that our parents are Arches alums. As a result, I barely even know the names of other students in our larger group, let alone everyone else in the program.

“Ugh. True,” Ellie says. “That was actually really disappointing to learn. My best friend is pledging for Phi Sigma Sigma at Cal State Burbank.”

There’s wistfulness in her voice. It makes me wonder.

“What made you pick the Arches?” I ask. “Why not go to Burbank with your friend?”

“I … don’t know,” Ellie says. “But something always pulled me here, I guess.”

“Did your mom ever share anything weird about this place with you?” Nick asks, beating me to the question.

“Not really,” Ellie says with a shrug, but there’s enough uncertainty packed into the gesture to make me wonder. “All my life she’s been a bit distant, you know. Can a parenting style be described as polite?” She snorts at her words, looking a little sad.

I know exactly what she means. She might be describing Vera Velde.

“The day my mom opens up to me, the world will likely end,” Ellie says. “Whenever she talks about this place for longer than a second, she gets … spacey? Lost in thought?”

“My mom gets like that too,” I say, giving Nick a sideways glance. I expect him to share something similar about his parents, but he just looks away.

The conversation wanes when we approach the Old Quad, its gravity hijacking our attention.

“Okay, any guesses as to where exactly we’re supposed to go?” Alister says.

The five of us stop before the dark outline of the building and look up. A full moon is claiming center stage in the nighttime sky. Its dull light sends ripples over my skin. Being here again reminds me of the photo of Mom with her friends and their vanished professor. Something tells me my mom’s life at the time rotated around this place, and it’s starting to look that way for me too. We all live through cycles, repeating the past that masquerades as something new and different for each new generation. I’m tempted to gather the little legacies around for a group selfie. But we’re not our parents. Whatever they have done as students here is theirs alone. We can forge our own path. Despite the encroaching shadows and bad dreams.

I retrieve the card the magician gave me and find a spot of light under the nearest streetlamp. My fellow legacies follow suit, concentration etching new lines on their faces. If one side of the cards put together reveals the location of the Old Quad, does the other side also hold a clue? I turn my card around and study the latticework pattern on the back. The only thing that sticks out is the Veles symbol, the mark of a sacrifice that’s been stalking me since I first set foot on campus. And it was right here, on the wall of this building that I saw the symbol for the first time. I bet I can find the exact spot.

“Legacies, follow me!” I gesture for the group and start walking.

Here is the intercom plate tarnished with age and covered with residents’ names. But this time as I study it in the uneven light of the streetlamps, I see it through the filter of new understanding.


Eriksson, L, PhD – apt. 5

Rogoff, J, PhD – apt. 6



They used to live side by side. They must’ve known each other. I wonder what happened to Julia Rogoff’s apartment after she went missing. Does anyone live there now? Does the place still carry her presence?

Though I suspect Professor Julia’s old place is not where we’re going tonight. On my first day here when I ran into Ludwig Eriksson, he mentioned he was heading the alumni foundation. And he was the one who signed my invitation to the orientation program. I bet his Old Quad apartment is where we’re meant to go.

I knew sooner or later our paths would cross again. Whenever I passed by the Old Quad over these past few days, I kept expecting to run into this man who mistook me for my mother. But Ludwig Eriksson remained elusive. Tonight, I come to him.

“Number five.” I point at the line of buzzers, sounding way perkier than I feel. “I’ll explain later how I know this. For now just trust me—I’m ninety-nine percent sure this is where we’re supposed to go.”

“Let’s go then,” Alister says, managing to sound excited and let down at the same time. I guess he wanted to be the one to decipher the mystery of the incomplete invite. “Well, call it then. Let’s meet our mysterious host.”

I press the buzzer. I expect it to be rusted over, broken, but it emits a soft ring, followed by the sound of static. Uneven and waiting. Someone’s listening?

“It’s the legacy students, here for our secret party,” Alister says into the ancient speaker when I take too long, unsure what to do.

There’s a click; the door is opening. Alister is first over the threshold, followed by Ellie and Bee. I linger, bracing for the ground to shake beneath my feet. But all is quiet, and the only shaking happening here is the one going on inside my chest.

“Addie, you coming?” Nick is in no rush to go inside either.

His eyes, made inkier by the night, are on me. He’s making me feel … vulnerable, but not in a bad way.

Being alone with Nick is difficult to accomplish, as we’re constantly surrounded by the others. And he’s different when we’re all together, more constrained and serious. So I linger in my spot, wanting to extend the moment.

He seems to have the same intent as he props up the door with his back so it doesn’t lock on us.

“You’ve been distant today,” he says. “Has something happened since the … beach? I mean, aside from the creepy magician at the party.”

I think of everything that did happen, my realistic nightmares, Bee’s freak-out at Ellie’s party. And more. But what really disturbed my fragile balance, I realize, was seeing all those names carved into the Crying Stone.

“I’ve had a lot on my mind.” I pick my words carefully. “My roommate is helping me research those names from the Stone. Her girlfriend was already looking into this, by the way. I guess we’re not the first ones to get hooked on this stuff.”

Nick is nodding, looking thoughtful. “Those dates from the Stone, they go back a long while. The first one dates to the early twentieth century. So if you’re thinking serial killer, he’d be over a hundred years old now.”

“Unless he’s undead. An evil ghost,” I joke. Neither of us laughs.

I’m once again seeing Nick in a new light. For some misguided reason I assumed I was the only one to take serious notice of the names and dates. But, of course, Nick saw those first. He had to wonder what it all meant before I did.

“Why is your roommate curious about this?” he asks. “Is she also a legacy?”

“No, she’s not. Not that I’m aware of.”

His question makes my mind spin. Why indeed? Olga never really mentioned the real drive behind her app. I totally get the scholarship and grad school aspirations, but why make archaic symbols the center of her invention? Was it their shared obsession that drove Olga and Daphne together?

Nick makes a sound in the back of his throat, he looks suspicious.

“I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised about her interest,” he says after a moment. “Living in Mokosh has a strange effect on people. That building used to house acolytes awaiting initiation, which likely ended badly for some of them. The building has bad energy.”

I lean against the cold wall and study him, looking for comfort in his eyes but finding only unease.

“You know a lot more about all of this than you let on,” I say.

Nick starts to reply, but there’s a sound of approaching steps from inside the building.

“There you are.” Ellie emerges from the depths of the Old Quad, carrying a wineglass filled to the brim. “We thought we lost you two.”

She brings the glass to her lips and takes a long sip as she winks.

I smile back, though I can barely hide my annoyance. Nick was just about to open up. Now I have to wait for another moment; it might be a while.

Nick follows Ellie inside but not before giving me a look I can’t decipher. As I turn my back to the night, I immediately feel a chilled sensation, like someone’s watching me. But as I turn around and scan the area, no one’s there. If there ever was anyone, anything, they must’ve vanished into thin air.

Or sunk into the earth.

After following the length of the corridor that leads us deeper inside the Old Quad, we arrive at a dead end, where two doors are lined up side by side. One, number five, is ajar and releasing the soft sounds of conversations. The other should be apartment six, where Professor Julia used to live, but it has no number at all. It’s been painted over.

The vibrations hit me without warning, like a swarm of buzzing, angry wasps invading my ears and my head.

Swaying in my spot, I reach for the nearest wall to right myself but find Nick instead.

“Addie?” he whispers, supportive fingers brushing against my elbow. “What’s going on?”

“I …” I stare at the door to Julia Rogoff’s long-ago apartment, its surface rippling in my vision while everything else remains stable.

With Ellie already back in Professor Eriksson’s apartment, she misses my little bout of the dizzies. I hope my expression doesn’t give away how spooked I am. Whatever dwells beneath the ground wanted me to notice this door to Julia’s old apartment, and it succeeded.

The vibrations let go as suddenly as they came. Everything falls back into place.

“I’m okay,” I tell Nick. “Let’s just find out what this is all about.”
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THIRTY-FOUR

Professor Eriksson’s home smells of mothballs, dust, and old things. Like a pantry stuffed with long-expired ingredients in desperate need of sorting and cleaning.

The smell sends me back to a dry summer four years ago, the last time I visited my grandparents’ Sonoma ranch. It was soon after Babulya Irina’s passing. The ranch she shared with my grandfather for nearly three decades was never in perfect shape to begin with; it was bought cheap and remained in the perpetual state of needing repairs, but in those years when Babulya was on her own, the dilapidation approached a point of no return.

The worst part was, I remembered so well how the house smelled before, of cheap lemon soap, old books, and soy candles. How much that had changed in only a few years was a shock, my childhood memories tarnished by dust and decay. Babulya’s fridge, once her pride and joy, was in a particularly sad state, and had to be sent straight to the dump along with other things beyond any hope of repair.

Though far from that level of neglect, Professor Eriksson’s Old Quad apartment reminds me of that summer; its air is permeated with the smell of decades packed too tight together, trapping age-old dust and memories.

That aside, the apartment makes me think of a retired adventurer or artifact collector, the problematic kind. There are African masks and taxidermized animals and statuettes that likely belong in a museum, all of it arranged in a haphazard way privileging volume over logic or aesthetic.

This paints such a different picture than the one I got when I first met Ludwig Eriksson. He appeared to me then as some mysterious shut-in, someone who rarely left his home. This place tells a narrative of someone who was rarely still for a moment in their life.

When Nick and I reach the living room, our fellow legacies are seated around a lacquered coffee table. There’s a bowl of chips and an opened wine bottle, the glasses next to it already filled with sparkling wine. The room looks like it’s set up to hold literary salons. Or clandestine meetings of a secret society.

“There you are, Ms. Velde. I’m glad the Morlocks didn’t get you in the night.” Professor Eriksson looks up from his thronelike oxblood chair, which towers over all the other seats. I’m not sure if he genuinely looks pleased or just relieved I’m here.

I catch Nick’s look of surprise at our host’s familiarity, but then the professor’s attention turns to him. “You must be Nicholas, the other Lanagan in our party.”

He stands up and comes over.

Nick’s eyes turn distant for a second as he shakes the professor’s hand but regain sharpness when the handshake breaks.

“Thank you for bringing back the wandering flock, Ms. Zimmer.” Eriksson practically beams at Ellie.

I feel like he’s looking at me even when he’s not. His eyes have that same quality as Julia Rogoff’s, the way she is portrayed in the portrait at the Commons, her gaze following you around, seeing right inside you.

“Please, everyone, have a glass of champagne. I’ve been saving it for a special occasion, such as this.”

Ellie has already drained half her glass, but Bee is studying theirs, looking unsure.

“You don’t have to worry about the rules of the mundane world while in here,” Eriksson says, reaching for Bee’s elbow and touching it lightly. Bee’s mouth stretches in a soft smile, and she brings the glass to her lips.

Our host looks pleased and giddy as he offers the remaining two glasses to me and Nick. I take a tentative sip, bubbles bursting on my tongue. The taste makes me think of a lush, sunny meadow. Everything is great. I’m completely content, possibly for the first time in my life. I don’t know why I was so worried about coming here and about anything at all. Professor Eriksson is a great host. I feel cozy and safe, happy being next to Nick and the others. My friends.

“Now that everyone’s here,” Eriksson says, back to his throne-chair and tenting his long, bony fingers. “Allow me to properly introduce myself to those of you I haven’t met before. I’m Professor Ludwig Eriksson. I’ve been on the Arches faculty since the 1980s, living right here on campus. I’ve looked after countless graduating cohorts, and I’m so pleased to see our alums going out into the world and doing great things. But I bet you’re wondering why I orchestrated that little charade that has brought you all here… .”

The five of us lean in toward him, moving as one, like we’re connected by an invisible string and Eriksson just pulled it.

Our host snorts under his breath. He definitely got us hooked with his introduction.

“The cards with the little riddle were just a way to unite you, to ensure you work together and come to me as a group. But it looks like you’ve been making friends among yourselves anyway. Which is wonderful to see. You know, your parents were great friends too. I knew them when they were students here. Elise’s mother. Shelby’s father. Both of your parents, my dear Nicholas and Alister. And, of course, Vera—” He sends a glance my way, pausing grandly.

“They were all members of Anima Devorantis, an ancient order uniquely connected to this place,” Eriksson goes on, evenly, calmly, like this is an induction speech he’s done too many times to count. “I’m sure you have questions. We’ll get to that in a moment… . Ever since you set foot on campus, perhaps even before that, you’ve been experiencing things you can’t explain. You’ve written them off as nightmares, visions brought on by stress, but let me assure you: All of it was real. Is real. And the reason you’re experiencing it is because you have a connection to … the wonderful things that dwell beneath this university. The incredible power that fuels this place. And now it’s time for you to get your first taste of this power. It is so eager to meet you.

“After the original Anima Devorantis community departed these parts, they left something behind. A gift. The gods they brought with them from faraway places. Gods of incredible power, the Buried Ones. They slumber in the earth, beneath this campus. I’m here to guide you on your path. I’m here to take you to them.”






PART 3:
AS ABOVE, SO BELOW
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THIRTY-FIVE

“Whoa. Wait a sec, professor. Let’s back up a little.” Alister leans out of his seat, gesturing in protest.

There’s a wild spark in his eyes that’s fighting to come out. The spark must be contagious. Because I feel the beginning of disquiet too, a ball of anxiety unfurling in my chest, but then … it’s gone. Just like that. Maybe it’s the alcohol. Or maybe it’s Ludwig Eriksson’s soothing presence. I’m relaxed, yet excited. Intrigued.

The enigmatic Professor Eriksson has just confirmed my mom was in a secret society. This is what I wanted to know, what I was hoping to find out. Mystery solved.

But it’s so odd Mom has never mentioned any of it. I’m sure she had her reasons, but still …

“I know something happened to Mom and Dad when they were students here,” Alister goes on. “And I’m aware of this place’s history, the good old Soul Eaters, all that, but believe me I would’ve known if Anima Devorantis was still a thing and Mom and Dad were members. They would’ve told me. They would’ve told us.”

Clearly, like Eriksson, Alister doesn’t believe speaking the name of the society aloud is going to bring bad luck. But Nick gets more and more subdued with every passing second. And as Alister turns to his brother for support, Nick is quiet, puzzled.

The rest of us exchange looks. Ellie’s wineglass is full again, and so is mine. I missed the moment our drinks were refilled.

“Dude.” Ellie turns to look at Alister, a teasing laugh leaving her mouth. “If you’d known about your ma and pa being in a secret society, it wouldn’t have been that secret, would it?”

That earns Ellie a glare from Alister, but she has a point and Alister knows it.

Without a word, Professor Eriksson stands up and leaves the table, disappearing through one of the doors that connects the living room with the rest of this surprisingly spacious apartment. He leaves the door ajar, and through the gap I catch a glimpse of a very different space beyond. It’s unevenly lit, as if by flickering candles, and there are strange shapes, like too-tall mannequins dressed in ceremonial gear, their grotesque outlines cut against the light.

Our host comes back, carrying a thick photo album, shutting the door before I can see more. I feel elated and way more relaxed than I should.

Back in his seat, Eriksson lifts the photo album for us to see, its cover marked by the familiar inverted triangle with horns, 2001 written beneath it, followed by some words in the language of the Crying Stone and the Dogma book. Glagolitic. But when Eriksson opens the album and slowly flips through the pages, each photo is accompanied by a text in English.

The photos are old-school Polaroids, some overexposed, all faded, but I immediately recognize my mother in some of them.

“‘A picture is worth a thousand words,’ isn’t that how the saying goes?” Eriksson lets out a knowing laugh, his gaze skimming over our faces. “Let’s see here. Yes, here they are. Tamara and Peter. Who would’ve known they’d become a couple and have two beautiful sons together.”

In eerie synchrony, Alister and Nick lean in, mesmerized by the album. And I can’t help but look closer too, my heart beating fast.

Tamara and Peter? Tamara, as in Tamara Levandi?

Yes, these are Tammy and Pete from Mom’s photo.

Our histories are interconnected even more than I could’ve imagined. I try to will Nick to look at me, to see the same understanding in his eyes, but he’s too focused on the album, his expression hard to read.

Eriksson methodically goes through the album, and the more of it I see, the more uncanny this whole situation seems. The faces of the 2001 intake of Anima Devorantis start off carefree but get more stern and gloomier toward the end. Here’s Bee’s father wearing a dark robe, its hood thrown back. He’s staring at the camera, eyes too black against the unhealthy paleness of his face, his features emaciated or perhaps just deathly tired.

Here’s Ellie’s mother, a dead ringer for the girl seated next to me. She’s standing by the Devouring Well, its top unsealed. The acolyte seems worried. Or maybe just serious about the task ahead, whatever that might be.

And here’s my mom. Dark hair, dark eyes, dark clothes. Like looking in the mirror. I don’t like the expression on Mom’s face. Especially in this one particular photo. It captures her in profile, as she’s staring into the well. She’s leaning in too deeply. Even now, years later, I worry she might fall in. Or that a pair of taloned hands will drag her in.

What were you looking for, Mom? What were you doing?

There’s an empty spot in the album, a photo missing. But the accompanying text is still there: The Conduit with the Acolytes.

A deep, dark feeling rises in my chest. This is where that photo came from, the one I found in Mom’s lecture notes. Did Mom steal the picture when no one was looking? Take it as a memento of her time here?

“I envy the five of you so much.” Professor Eriksson’s voice snaps us back to reality. “The things you are to learn—only a select few know them, and even fewer than that can remember. What you can do with this knowledge is limitless.”

I look up, expecting him to tell us what these “things” are, and to reveal all the secrets of the universe while he’s at it. But he grows silent, closes the album, and places it on the coffee table next to the empty champagne bottle.

“So our parents were in this Anima Devorantis,” Bee says, choosing their words carefully. “But we’re not them. Why should we join some club just because they did decades ago?”

The look on Eriksson’s face is benevolent, a grandfatherly expression at full wattage. He practically exudes positive mentoring vibes. I keep sneaking glances at him, expecting to see annoyance at Bee’s words, but there’s none to be found.

“Don’t you want answers?” he asks Bee in turn. “Don’t you want to know why shadowy figures have been watching you all your life, standing over your bed, popping up when you least expect them? Haven’t you been wondering why they follow you but don’t speak to you? Well, I’m offering you a chance to get answers. You can finally face them, actually talk to them, let them in—”

“Let them in?” Ellie interrupts.

“Metaphorically speaking.” Eriksson laughs. “You are a special group of young people, and I think deep down you know it.”

The five of us are silent, staring at him. The room starts to swim in my view. I hold on to the couch, fingers digging in. It’s like I’m stuck on a boat that’s about to capsize.

A distinctive thump comes from below. Vibrations travel up my feet, my legs. Something stirs beneath the floor. Something in the … basement? I can’t help but think of it as sentient, a creature trapped and wanting to get out.

Or one sleeping uneasily and jolting in its slumber.

I have an irrational urge to pull my knees into my chest, to pack myself in tight, so no monster can get me. I force myself to stay seated, calm, collected. This is how my mom would’ve behaved if our places were swapped. In fact, she once was in my place. Long ago. And she must’ve done okay. So can I.

Eriksson stands up once more, but this time he beckons us to follow him. Alister is the first one on his feet, whatever disbelief he felt earlier erased from his face. Though it might’ve transferred over to Nick, whose concerned expression matches the doubts in my own heart.

I trace the professor’s progress across the room, into a far corner, where he crouches to pull the rug away from the floor, revealing a hatch door. It’s padlocked, just like the well outside my dorm window. As if in a dream unfolding underwater, I watch Eriksson slowly produce a key from a chain around his neck and use it to unlock the hatch.

“Some help here, young man?” He looks up to Alister, who is the closest. Together they pull the hatch open.

Alister gasps at what he sees down there, the sound of it reverberating through my body until it settles on the bottom of my heart.

I’m on my feet and then I’m near the hatch, all synapses firing in my brain at once. It’s like someone flicked their crooked fingers and teleported me right here from the couch. I feel as if I weigh close to nothing; I’m so light I can float across the floor, a helium balloon on a string. But who’s pulling the string?

The five of us surround the gaping mouth of the hatch in an anxious semicircle. The smell coming from below is straight out of a fever dream, a horrible thing a child would dream up while in the throes of an illness, mashing her fears and monsters together into something sulphurous. And yet, it’s alluring. It calls to me, tiptoeing in the periphery of my mind, a memory begging to be remembered.

Another skip-forward, a hitched breath, and here we are, standing in a loose line in front of the hatch, Eriksson before us with an ancient Polaroid camera in his hands. He snaps a photo and we all watch intently as it slides out of the camera. Another one for the Anima Devorantis archive.

Shortly after, I catch the top of Eriksson’s head as the professor vanishes down the hatch. Why would an apartment have direct access into the building’s foundations? Just as the thought occurs, I note the rough edges of the hatch, likely a product of a DIY endeavor, not something sanctioned by whatever body governs campus faculty accommodation.

Eriksson pauses his descent and looks up, his body swallowed by darkness up to the neck. He beckons us to follow him into the basement but none of us moves. We stand frozen around the hatch like a bunch of petrified deer caught in the headlights.

“All the answers you’ve been seeking are here. Your shadow companions have been waiting for you all these years. They have chosen you. But if you reject their gifts tonight, I can’t guarantee you another chance.”

Eriksson speaks clearly, a compelling cadence to his voice. But something trapped in his expression reminds me of Mom, that glassy-eyed look of hers I now believe is due to her getting caught in the clutches of a persistent memory. But I shrug it off, eagerly eating up the professor’s words.

The shadows I’ve been seeing all my life, can they really be down there, waiting for me? Can I communicate with them at last, understand what they want?

Shivers run down my back, spreading over my arms and neck. But I can’t tell if those are telling me to fear or to be jubilant.

I exchange looks with Ellie and Bee. Alister is already moving down the ladder, following our eerie guide into the basement. The most vocally skeptical of us all turns out to be the one most easily convinced.

I come to kneel by the hatch, Nick by my side, his presence warm and reassuring. I find his eyes and hold his gaze, too frightened to say anything now, to confer with him or with anyone else. But in his eyes I find the answer. We are the same in that we both crave to know what the hell is going on. We want to know what our parents hid from us. This need unites us, it unites us all.

And it’s what sends me—all of us—into the basement, into the dark.
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THIRTY-SIX

I let go of the ladder when my feet hit the ground, stepping away swiftly to give others space.

The only source of light down here is from the room above, muted like something from another world, the world of the living. We don’t belong anywhere now, but we don’t belong among the dead either. Down here, even if the room above is within reach, it feels like some kind of limbo, a nowhere state. We’re all visitors here.

That smell down here is like in the bowels of the library; something’s burning and also rotting away. But it’s more powerful here, magnified by the tight confines of this space. The vibrations sneak up on me once more, a playful cat tapping a soft paw against a helpless mouse, murder on its mind.

I sense the other legacies nearby, but Eriksson is already farther out. How big is this space?

A scuffling sound is followed by a click, and then up ahead Eriksson’s face is lit up by a flaming torch. I catch the outline of a tunnel behind the professor.

“Help yourself, acolytes,” he says, gesturing at the wall, where more torches are held up in industrial holders built into the stone.

One by one we come, as if compelled by his voice, and take up a torch, which Eriksson ignites with a lighter.

I wonder about the dark robes our predecessors wore in photos, but maybe those are something we have to earn, our secret society uniforms issued following the successful initiation.

“How far does this place go?” Bee asks, cautiously staring into the dark behind the professor.

“No one knows for sure,” Eriksson replies. “Let’s go. A perfect full moon is wasting.”

A part of me is screaming in protest—what am I doing here? I need to be in my dorm, safely tucked away in bed, alarm set for the early morning rise tomorrow.

And yet, I’m here, following a strange professor into the dark.

But I can’t make myself turn around; my feet insist on moving forward. Eriksson is the Pied Piper and we are the children he bewitched, fated to a doom because our parents refused to pay the price.

“There is a limited number of paths we can take,” Eriksson goes on, narrating our passage like a tour guide. “Most are restricted, for our own good. But what we can access is enough to smell the fragrance of power that dwells down below.”

“Veritas sub terra est,” Ellie murmurs behind me.

“Exactly, my dear Ms. Zimmer,” Eriksson replies, his reverent whisper echoing hers. “The founders of the Arches chose this land for a reason. Something incredible lives here, left behind by the previous occupants. Something that holds great knowledge. If only you allow this spark to take hold of you, it’ll guide you for life, bring you all kinds of fortune and success.”

“But what are these things, exactly?” The question comes from Nick.

It feels like every single thought I have in my head is shared by the other legacies, they just keep beating me in voicing it.

“Here’s a good spot,” Eriksson says when we reach a fork in the tunnel.

Seeing the three dark openings, like the eyes of a monster, brings a sense of déjà vu.

The vibrations are more powerful down here, coming from everywhere at once, but especially from the three entrances laid out before us.

“Let’s see which one you get …” Eriksson trails off.

As he utters the words, I notice how each corridor bears a symbol next to it. But I can’t force myself to come closer to make them out. Whatever compulsion or curiosity has brought me this far is weakening, leaving pure, undiluted fear in its place. I barely even feel the buzz of champagne coursing through my veins.

It’s freezing cold. I’m terrified and very sober.

“This is where I leave you, acolytes.”

Eriksson’s words reverberate behind me. How did I end up at the front of the group? Where has the professor gone? I hear the shuffle of his steps, but when I look over my shoulder, the tunnel is empty.

From here the light of the room above looks dull and static. Unreal and too far away.

Desperately, I want one of my friends to say something, to break this oppressing silence, but they keep their silent vigil, like I do.

Why does it feel suspiciously as if Eriksson has lured us down here and left us in the dark, alone?

Not alone.

Something is coming from one of the tunnels, the one on the left. My skin squirms like it’s alive, like it wants to be shed.

There’s inhuman breathing.

Our torches go out as one, plunging us into darkness. Something has eaten up the flames in one fell swoop, and now it’s smacking its lips, having enjoyed the meal.

I can’t move my head, my body is stuck, the darkness around me holding it in place.

Someone next to me whimpers. A tiny, orphaned sound, but it’s enough to make whatever is emerging from the tunnel stop, a bloodhound catching a scent. I don’t think it was me who made the sound. I hope it wasn’t me. But I’m not fully in control of my own body. I don’t know what’s real anymore.

I’m shaking so badly I can barely sense the vibrations anymore. I search the space around me, parting the darkness with my free hand—while still gripping the useless torch with the other—searching for someone to hold on to, seeking comfort in touch. A hand, pleasantly warm in a familiar way, finds mine. I know it’s Nick. I recognize the electrifying sensation of his skin against mine. Like I’ve always known him, like a part of me can register a familiar part in him. Like calls to like.

There are clicking and clopping noises coming from the dark.

What I want more than anything in the world right now is to run.

Like he can sense my thoughts, Nick’s hand tightens around mine, a reminder I’m not alone. I force my feet to stay still.

Another whimper comes from behind me. Okay, that was definitely not me.

I’m about to say something comforting, to soothe whoever it is whimpering in the dark, but then a thin ray of someone’s phone light slices the corridor up ahead. It’s just enough illumination for me to spot the horror emerging out of the tunnel.

A set of fingers, long and segmented, reaches from the dark, each crowned with a sharp, clawing talon, curling against the side of the entrance, nails scraping against stone.

The rest of the hand follows.

I’m mesmerized, paralyzed, enthralled.

I want to see the rest of it: the elongated wrist, the twisted arm, the entire grotesque being that dwells down here… . I know it’s not human, nothing remotely so—never was, nor does it want to be. It was pulled from the depths of the earth by a dark incantation, and then it refused to leave this realm. Now it’s stuck down here.

My perception is split in the middle, one part focused intently on the terrifying being creeping out from the tunnel, while another is registering the world in my periphery. I hear my friends breathing, sense the erratic rhythms of their beating hearts.

My shadow stretches all wrong in the jumping lone light of the phone. This is familiar, this wrongness brings another sense of déjà vu, only this time I feel like I’m on the verge of remembering.

And then I do.

Just like that, as I watch my shadow stretch and grow, branching out, assuming the shape I know in my heart, the box of memories is unlocked.

How could I ever forget?

I really thought I left my monsters behind, but they’ve always been with me, riding with me through life, hiding in plain sight.

Close your eyes.

A whisper in my ear. Maybe it’s Nick, or perhaps my own subconscious telling me how to survive.

Because I’m about to meet the shadows that have watched me all my life.
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THIRTY-SEVEN

Down in the tunnels beneath the campus we meet the gods our parents once served.

Or more precisely, we meet one of the gods. The deity that chooses to show itself to us comes from the left tunnel. The last thing I remember before I look away is this massive thing unfolding into something unreal, its black clothing long and ragged. I glimpse the shock of whiteness under its hood and two gaping black holes where eyes should be.

Close your eyes.

I grasp Nick’s hand in mine as gravity lets me go. I’m weightless and so I rise, the tips of my feet brushing the ground.

Though my shadows have been silent all my life, the being before us emits a sound. A terrible long gasp. Sucking in all the air until I feel a tug in my chest, my stomach dropping away like I’m about to plunge on a mad rollercoaster.

Wind rushes through my hair as I float above the ground.

This is it. My mother’s secret. She tried to keep it from me, or maybe she was just waiting for the right time, for me to discover this incredible thing on my own.

I feel this power fill me, fill my chest, my body to the brim. And at last I hear their voices in my head. My shadows. They are back. They have never left.

We are here for you, Adria.

We will take care of you if only you let yourself hear us.

If only you allow us in.

Multiplied by the dark, they tiptoe around me, feathery bat wings brushing against my skin. They are in my blood.

Elation fills me, pushing the fear to the edges of my subconscious. My feet no longer feel the ground, and I imagine taking off like some superhero, breaking through the layers of rock and dirt and shooting into the sky.

This power has taste, it tastes like sweet fire. I can never get enough of it.

Someone is screaming. A raw, hitching sound.

In the dark of the corridor, the scream splinters to infinity, echo overlapping echo.

The power that was holding me up drops me with abandon. I’m not the only one to be cut off like that. The others around me have all crashed to the ground too. Behind us, there’s a rumble of running steps punctuated by panicked whimpers.

The thing that crawled out of the tunnel is starting to retreat, but not before it lets out a sound suspiciously like laughter. It’s the most terrible sound I’ve ever heard.

We’re once more alone in the dark, just the five of us.

The light of the phone returns as Alister shines it around the space, pausing on each one of our faces.

I look around, moving carefully, unevenly, like a sleeper coming out of a deep drowse. There are four of us here, not five. We’re missing one legacy. Ellie.

Shit.

The space around me is too quiet, no vibrations and barely anything else, like these walls absorb all sound, eat up all that’s life, vitality.

Together, we start shuffling back toward the dull light of the room above. A part of me was expecting Eriksson to have closed the hatch on us, trapping us down here with monsters, but no. One by one we climb out, leaving the dark behind, joining our strange guide once more.

I spot Ellie behind Eriksson, on the couch. Wrapped in a thick blanket, she seems dazed. There’s a steaming mug of something in her hand. She’s shuddering, splashing the hot liquid, barely flinching as it burns her skin.

“What happened? Why did you run?” Bee goes to Ellie and grabs her into a firm hug, mindful of the hot mug in the way.

Ellie turns her head, makes eye contact with Bee, and straightens her back only to immediately crumble back down, like it takes too much effort to be sitting up.

“So? How do you feel after meeting them?” Eriksson asks, ignoring the whole Ellie situation.

Something has changed about him. His posture is a little stooped and his eyes, though still eager, have lost some of their youthful sparkle. He looks his age, perhaps. Or just tired.

His question makes me take account of my own body. How do I feel?

Great. I feel great. Still filled with that wild energy that rushed me in the tunnels, lifting me off the ground, making me believe I was a star of endless capacity. If I jump up high, will I remain floating? Everything seems possible.

I wonder if I can take double the subjects in my first year and smash my whole undergraduate degree in record time. I’ll do prelaw, because why not? Mom will be happy, but also if I don’t want to be an attorney, I can do something else after, something exciting. Because I can. Because I’ll never run out of this drive, of this mad fire inside me.

Alister steps up, approaching the professor. Next to Eriksson he looks even taller, his shoulders broader, more menacing. He’s like a coiled spring ready to be unleashed. When I look at him closely, I imagine I can see the same fire burning inside him as it is in me. All of us now carry this flame in our chest.

“I believe you owe us some answers, professor,” Alister says.

“Of course, my dear Mr. Lanagan.” Eriksson gestures at the couches. The coffee table is now bursting with food, the real kind, not the dry chips in a bowl. “But first help yourself to a homemade meatball sub. I’m certain these are much better than any sad excuse for nourishment they surely feed you at the cafeteria… . There are some vegetarian options—over there,” he adds, looking at Bee, who is still by Ellie’s side, whispering something reassuring into her friend’s ear.

The moment Eriksson mentions food, my stomach growls with terrible hunger. Whatever happened to us in the basement made me ravenous. Like all that fire that filled me to the brim has emptied me out too, scooping up my insides with its monstrous hand. If there’s such thing as a soul, mine suddenly feels dimmed a little, diminished. The fire of ambition must make space for itself.

I follow the Lanagan brothers to the table. When I meet Nick’s eyes, I find a gleam in his that puts me off. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was high, his mouth quirking into a weird smile I don’t particularly like. But maybe I look exactly the same. Because of what we’ve been through. What we’ve done. Or what was done to us.

And, my god, it felt so freaking good.

Bee leaves Ellie’s side to fill a plate with two vegetarian subs and some pasta salad. She returns to the couch and offers some of the food to Ellie, who seems completely out of it.

“You’ve made all this yourself?” Bee asks Eriksson, their tone pleasant on the surface, polite.

“Yes, my dear,” Professor Eriksson replies. “I’ve been relying on my own cooking for nearly thirty years now. I never leave the campus! I trust I’ve become quite good at making up my own recipes, quite good. But you be the judge.”

I do a double take at his confession—he never leaves the campus? But what about all the travel souvenirs in his apartment? I assumed he has seen the world, but maybe all this stuff is instead bought and otherwise acquired, a way of compensating for a life trapped here.

Eriksson is all smiles, but I catch him cast a worried glance at the open hatch gaping behind us. As if moving on some deep-seated instinct, I move toward it and pull up the hatch door. I expect it to be heavy, but it practically flies out of my hands as it shuts closed. The professor smoothly walks over and locks the hatch without a word. I wish I didn’t see his hands shaking.

As Bee bites into their sub, the rest of us mob the table. I’m usually not big on this kind of food, but this stuff tastes heavenly. I devour my sandwich and immediately eye another. Thankfully, our host has made enough. Eriksson’s benign laughter tells me he’s quite pleased with himself. Maybe I imagined his earlier distress.

When we’re sated, we gather around our host once more, reconstructing the earlier scene at this very table. Only this time, a new understanding is shared among us. We all look the same as before but also different, our eyes sharper, our faces brighter. Even Ellie seems more alert after Bee feeds her little bites of food like she’s a sick child.

“Those beings in the tunnels,” Eriksson begins without a preamble. “They’ve been waiting a long time for you. Direct bloodlines are important for this sort of thing because blood remembers. Now that they know you, know the shape of you, you can start building a relationship with them, nurturing your bond. You’ll find a way to call on them, and they’ll open a door to each one of you. You have marvelous things ahead of you.”

“Can’t wait to tell my dad all about it,” Bee says.

“You can’t!” Eriksson’s voice rides shockingly high. “Your parents likely don’t remember any of it. The bond can only be forged while you are here but loosens when you leave, though the effect of it carries with you through life. Why do you think your parents have done so well after graduating? Their memories of the gods below might be patchy, but their connection perseveres.”

“But how can they forget something so … incredible?” Nick asks, rubbing his palms like he’s cold.

“It’s for their own good,” Eriksson says. “That’s how things work. Their memories might come back on occasion, but that never lasts too long. Your mother clearly remembers more than most, but I bet she writes off those memories as dreams or flashes of inspiration. Everyone has different ways of coping… .”

“I have questions,” I say, my faculties more or less back in my control. I’m finally starting to think more clearly. “What was Julia Rogoff’s role in all this? What happened to her?”

“How do you even know that name, child?” Eriksson regards me with a newfound interest. I don’t like the intensity of his gaze. But I have no way out of this but forward now that I’ve brought up the topic.

“I’ve seen her portrait at the Commons and recognized her Veles ring,” I say, not answering the question but not lying either. “That’s what the symbol means, isn’t it? The ancient god of portals, the keeper of the underground. Is that who it is down there?”

The questions are pouring out, I can’t help it. I feel emboldened by the memory of my experience underground, of being noticed by the gods. It’s intoxicating, like I can do no wrong and the world will bend to my will if only I wish it. I wonder if Eriksson can sense it too—his expression remains calm and collected, but his body language is telling a different story.

“You’re very perceptive, Ms. Velde, though I’m not surprised. Like mother, like daughter,” he says. “Julia was once our conduit. She had a rare gift, you see. Chosen by the gods as the one to channel … their will, their desires. We haven’t had another like her ever since.”

“Where is she now?”

Erikson flinches, a miniscule movement but there, and I catch it.

“Gone. Disappeared. She went into the tunnels and never came back. We’ve tried searching for her, but alas.”

We sit in silence, stunned.

“Before you become too concerned,” Eriksson goes on, “you shouldn’t worry. This won’t happen to you. None of you have been picked as the new conduit.”

“How do you know that?” Bee asks. “You haven’t been down there with us.”

“Believe me, dear. You would’ve known if you were picked for such great honor. You’d be in constant contact with those below. When they forge that kind of bond, they use your eyes to look out into the world, use your skin to feel the world. They crave the light, the warmth, but they are beings of shadows; the sun is their enemy. The light of the moon is the one thing they can experience on their own… . They need the conduit for everything else.”

I bet all of us are checking our senses now. But how would I even know if some otherworldly thing was staring out from inside me, using me as a kind of protective gear?

“So what now?” Nick asks. “What do we do next? When do we get issued our black robes and secret society manual?”

Eriksson snorts at Nick’s words. “You’re connected to them now. They’ll find you. When in doubt, come to me.”

And with those cryptic words our strange evening comes to an end.

Ellie is still quiet on the couch, but at least her teeth stopped chattering and she seems to be more present. Still, Nick and Alister have to help her to her feet and practically carry her to the door.

We walk back to the dorms in silence. This late at night, the campus feels different—empty yet alive.

Something’s watching me, its gaze drilling directly into my soul, chilling me from within.

As if an invisible hand has trapped my heart in its fist and is now squeezing it with all it’s got.
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THIRTY-EIGHT

I spot a dark figure up ahead, its pale hands a smudge against the silhouettes of trees.

Whoever or whatever it is, it seems to have popped up, a human-sized pillar, straight from the ground, like those 3D books that spring out entire landscapes and scenes from between the pages.

I gasp and trip, pain shooting up my leg. When I look up again, the figure is gone, vanished into the earth. But then my gaze is drawn to the sky, to the deathly blue light of the full moon. Eriksson said the gods buried beneath crave light but can’t stand the sun. He said the full moon is their rare chance to soak up the light.

“Addie?” Nick calls after me, softly. “You good?”

The others are already ahead. Bee and Alister flank Ellie, who seems fine apart from the occasional sway.

Nick’s by my side and, despite everything that went down tonight, I still feel excited in his presence. But then I see how shaken he looks, vitality seeping from his body. I remember what I know now, what I’ll never be able to forget.

Until I graduate and move away from campus, that is, leaving my memories here in the clutches of the underground gods.

“More or less,” I say. “All things considered … That was wild, right?”

He chuckles darkly. No need to clarify what I’m referring to.

“I’ve always suspected …” he says as we resume walking, our steps purposefully slow, both of us wanting to extend the moment, “… that something weird happened to Mom and Dad when they were students here, but I’ve never suspected this.”

My turn to chuckle, which comes out kind of desperate.

“Yeah. I admit, whenever I asked myself why Mom is so strange and secretive about her time at college, selective amnesia caused by encounters with the divine was not my first guess.”

Nick gives me a sideways look.

“Divine? Is that what you make of this? Did that thing feel … right to you?”

I grow silent, listening to our steps. My first impulse is to say yes. Of course it felt divine. It felt unreal, unlike anything I’ve ever felt before.

And it felt like a promise, the beginning of something special.

But then I get a flashback of Mom’s glazed-over look and it’s like plunging into freezing water all the way down, having underestimated the depth of the lake. If Mom experienced what I have experienced tonight, and if she indeed went on to foster an otherworldly relationship with these Buried Ones while she was a student here, then what does it say about the way she’s ended up? Why can’t she remember anything? Or what if she can but chooses not to?

“I guess. I don’t know,” I say, feeling oddly safe in this moment, with Nick by my side. Despite the conversation topic. “I didn’t hate it, though it was definitely very creepy. And Eriksson is weird. I don’t mean it as a compliment.”

“The way he talked about our parents,” Nick says, a near whisper. “It’s like they were all best friends together, hanging out and worshipping these … creatures. But I suspect Dad’s mental health issues started right here, when he was an undergrad. He has severe anxiety, he’s agoraphobic, scared of his own shadow. He gets spacey and stares off, like he goes away to some other place. As a kid, I imagined he was seeing things that weren’t there. When I got older I started wondering what the hell happened to him to make him that way. Now I finally have my answer. You’ve seen what it did to Ellie.”

He gestures at the trio up ahead, Ellie wedged in between Alister and Bee.

I bite my lip at hearing these details about Nick’s dad. My mom is not like that, but she does stare off into the distance on occasion, and that also used to freak me out when I was a kid.

My mom and her friends Peter and Tamara might have all been affected by their time here, but they seem to have reacted in different ways. Maybe Peter got the worst of it, while Tamara and my mother got away unscathed. Mostly. I note how Nick doesn’t mention his mom at all.

“Your dad did his PhD here, right?” I ask softly. “He chose to come back here.”

I don’t want to pry, but it’s obvious Nick is keen to share. And I need this too. Need to understand the real effect of Anima Devorantis on our families, on us. And where Julia Rogoff’s disappearance fits into all this.

“I don’t know what possessed him to return,” Nick says, shaking his head. “Things were good for a time after he did. He defended his thesis, published articles, even got a tenure-track position here. But then it all went wrong. It’s like this place turned on him… . Maybe it had to do with his research. What if he found out something he wasn’t supposed to?”

Nick bites his lower lip, scanning the trees that frame our path.

“What do you think he found?”

“I don’t know,” he says. “If I did, I don’t think I’d be here. I would have gone anywhere else, or could’ve taken this year off to do some work and save money.”

“I wonder if this place would’ve kept on trying to get you to come here though,” I say, thinking aloud.

Nick doesn’t say anything to that, but I can practically hear him thinking it over.

“They discredited Dad’s work, practically kicked him out,” he says, picking up his story where he left off. “It’s like he was of no use to them anymore, and now he became trouble… . My parents are divorced, you know, have been for years. Al and I have our stepfather’s last name. At the time Mom said it was to protect us. I thought she meant it was to keep us away from Dad’s academic disgrace. Now I suspect it was something else entirely. What if Mom was trying, in her own way, to keep us away from this place? She wasn’t exactly against me going here, but she became even more distant and cold when my offer of admission came through. It’s like a defense mechanism for them when they get that way.”

He has a point. But no matter how odd our mothers get, and how spacey, it feels like our fates were sealed long ago. Like we’ve always been meant to come here, to become involved with these … these things underground.

“Whenever the Arches comes up, Mom gets this look about her … like she’s straining to remember but can’t,” Nick goes on, his voice overlapping with my thoughts. “But then she clearly has some moments of clarity … Otherwise, how would she produce her artwork?”

His mom is just like mine; they behave as if a piece of them is missing. Though Tamara Levandi must remember enough of her encounters with the Buried Ones to paint those terrifying pictures of Anima Devorantis and Julia Rogoff. But whatever memories she’s able to retain are not enough for her to prevent her children from coming to the Arches.

But whatever happened to our mothers is not going to happen again.

As long as we stick together and hold on tight.

“We’ll figure this out,” I say, taking hold of Nick’s hand, and he lets me. “We’re not our parents; we’re different.”

When he looks at me again, he seems calmer. There’s clarity in his eyes.
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THIRTY-NINE

Olga is sleeping soundly when I get back to the room; the expression on her face is relaxed and content. It’s tempting to stand over her prostrate form and study her, maybe get a true glimpse inside her mind, but I don’t want to scare her.

I wonder if she and Daphne dug up anything useful today. If they did, I bet it’s nothing good. The names etched into the Crying Stone scream bad history. I regret not asking Eriksson about that, though considering his honed powers of evasion, I doubt I’d get anything useful out of him.

I move around the confines of the room like a restless ghost, searching for my shower things in the dark. I’m scared to stop moving because, if I do, I might feel the vibrations or sense some kind of signal coming from the Devouring Well.

Now that the rush of the subterranean encounter has waned, what remains is borderline horror. I squirm internally at the memory of my torch going out with a sizzling sound, like some giant moth put it out with a single flap of its impossible wings.

I carry the memory of the gods’ hunger in my chest.

I fear the nightmares will come the moment I close my eyes, but I need to sleep.

I’m brushing my teeth in the bathroom down the corridor when something starts to feel off. The tiled walls waver in my periphery, rippling like the surface of a pond. I avoid looking at the mirror, slanting my eyes away and focusing on nothing in particular.

Cutting my visit short, I gather my things and go back to the room, forcing myself not to run.

Back in the room, I exhale in relief. Tonight I’ve experienced things I don’t even have a name for. It’s normal to feel spooked. Feeling spooked is familiar. It is this sensation of slowly becoming untethered from the world that’s new to me. It’s what scares me.

There’s a tap on the window.

I grow completely still, afraid to breathe. Maybe I imagined it.

Another tap. A vulture’s talon against the glass.

I approach the window in small, hesitant steps. The rest of the room drops away, becoming blurry, uncertain. I make a gap in the blinds and take a peek outside.

I bury the anguished whimper in my chest.

There’s someone outside my window.

It’s not real. I’m dreaming this up, dreaming her up. I must be.

But I don’t know how to wake up.

My hands move on their own, reaching for the cord and pulling the blinds away from the window.

Indeed, there’s a person out there, lingering alone in the dark, by the Devouring Well. It’s a girl, I think. I’d say she looks like Ellie, but her expression makes me doubt it—her eyes are glazed over, and her mouth is moving in a strange pattern. I’m not sure if she’s trying to speak or struggling to draw a breath.

The light of the moon gives her skin an unhealthy tint, and her blond hair looks dull, having lost its shine. I try to see more of her, but the window only allows me an incomplete picture. And she’s moving erratically, blinking in and out of existence, like she’s stepping out of this world and then returning, leaving a blurry trail of fog in her wake.

The girl is back by the window and she’s raising her hand, tapping fingers against the glass. Her nails are bitten to the quick.

“Ellie, is that you? What are you doing?” I whisper, on the verge of breaking.

I look for my phone, grasp it in my hand like it’s a lifeline. I’m afraid to look away, to lose track of this girl, Ellie’s doppelgänger, even if this is a dream. I’m scared for her and I’m scared of her. I don’t know what to do.

I make up my mind and focus my attention on the screen of my phone as I search for Ellie’s number. I’ll call her and it’ll wake her up and she’ll be pissed off, but at least I’ll know she’s okay and that whatever this being is, creeping outside my window, it’s not her. Not sure what I’ll do then, but I’ll deal with that later.

I press the phone to my ear, listening greedily to the sounds of the attempted connection, while watching the girl outside my window for any signs she can hear her phone ringing.

The girl gives me an annoyed look, which is so Ellie, my heart shrinks in my chest. But if this is indeed Ellie Zimmer, sleepwalking or wakefully walking with purpose, then her phone is either on silent or not with her at all.

She steps away from the window and heads for the dark outline of the well.

“What are you doing?” I repeat, a murmur under my breath.

I wish Olga would wake and join me in this unholy vigil.

I wish I wasn’t alone in this.

The girl studies the chains and the padlock keeping the seal firm against the well. The first nightmare I ever had on campus featured that seal smashed and chains broken, sliced through with razor-sharp claws. But this is just one girl; she can’t do a monster’s work.

I gasp in horror as my eerie visitor produces what must be a key from the pocket of her jeans. Same jeans Ellie had on before, torn at the knees, showing her black fishnet stockings. I take in the rest of her now that she’s away from the window—indeed, same clothes as Ellie wore before, but rumpled and dirty. Did Ellie even make it back to her room after Eriksson’s?

The girl removes the padlock and the chains, the key in her grip giving off one last gleam before disappearing back into her pocket.

With a dull rattle, the chains fall to the ground.

But the girl is not done, not yet. She starts pushing the stone seal away, and much to my terror it gives. The screech is muted by the glass, but I can hear it all the same. It’s the noise of nails against a blackboard, multiplied to a million.

Tears make paths down my cheeks, my ears and eyes hurt from tension, but I can barely feel the pain.

Willing my hand to move, I touch the blue eye of my nazar necklace, and some clarity returns to my head. I feel the pillow’s soft pressure against my face, the movement of blankets as I turn… . I don’t remember getting into bed but that’s where I am, while I’m also by the window, watching this girl who looks a lot like Ellie remove the damn seal from the well single-handedly.

I’m too entranced by what’s happening to try calling anyone else, to try anything at all. I don’t even have it in me to go outside and confront this zombified version of my friend. I can’t make my frozen legs move.

Because I’m dreaming.

And so I dream on. The girl looks up at my window one last time, such sadness in her eyes, her face tarnished silver by the moon. And then she starts to climb down into the well.

Do I really see those terrible, taloned hands encase her body like sentient smoke and drag her in the rest of the way?

She disappears.

She’s gone.

The well stands open, unsealed.

An insatiable gullet, always hungry.
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FORTY

I hear their voices in my head. They whisper and they howl, the sound carrying from beneath the ground, leaking through the soil and shivering through me as vibrations. Maybe I catch some sleep, maybe I’ve been asleep the entire night, dreaming of the well, or maybe my insomnia is a dream within a dream. I vaguely remember seeing someone outside my window, but when I try to remember specifics, my memory draws a blank.

“Addie, you awake?” Olga’s question is my Ariadne’s thread, leading me out of my entrapped state back into the room, back to the surface.

I sit up in bed, looking at Olga standing over me. She’s dressed, and she looks both impatient and concerned.

“You were lying very still, with your eyes open and unblinking,” she tells me. “Freaky.”

“Sorry,” I say. “I had a horrible night.”

“Has something happened?” She moves away and sits on her bed, facing me, while I gather the blanket around my legs and pack myself tight into a ball.

“Yeah,” I say, unsure how much I should tell her. I remember Nick’s questions, his wondering about Olga’s motivation to research the symbols and the campus’s history. I’ve chosen to trust her before, but maybe I should draw the line at sharing my experiences of communing with the buried gods.

“Well, kind of,” I say, backpedaling. “Not really.”

She sighs, her frustration palpable, then takes a long look at me and frowns. “Okay then … I need to show you something. Daphne and I … We think we’ve found a pattern.”

That gets me out of my funk.

She must mean the names on the Crying Stone. Max Kader and others. A different kind of dread is raising its head inside me.

“Show me,” I say.

She beckons me to come to her side of the room. Still wrapped in my comforter, I sit next to her on the bed.

I watch the laptop screen over Olga’s shoulder as she brings up a document filled with notes. It’s a list of names and dates, likely transcribed from my photos of the Crying Stone. Only a few entries have detailed notes next to them, the list reducing to just dates and names prior to the 1990s, but that’s enough information for the blood to chill in my veins.

This is a perspective I’ve been dreading. It shows the extent of the supernatural menace that has this campus in its grip.

I have no evidence linking the society to the disappearances, but I would bet everything I have that there’s a connection, and it makes me terrified. I study the list and Olga’s notes.


5 5, 2008 – Max Kader

Went out on a date, disappeared, last seen by his roommate (or by another student, if “Anthony” is to be believed)

8 15, 2000 – John Blackmore

Left the dorm for a party off campus, gone for a week; found alive, distressed and saying “they took it from me” while clutching his chest

11 23, 1999 – Riley Marcos

Vanished for three days, last seen walking from an evening class to her dorm; found wandering the campus, memory loss

5 30, 1999 Ronnie Fernandez

Disappeared the night of the interdorm party; found one day later near the Burning Lawn



And so on. The list goes on, all the way to the time of the university’s founding. Whatever’s been happening has been happening for as long as the university has existed. Possibly longer.

“They all came back,” I say, picking up on the repeating theme in Olga’s notes. “All except Max.”

Is that why there was no big fuss made about these disappearances? Because most of these kids returned. Affected, damaged maybe, their memories stripped, but alive.

I look at the dates again, searching for a pattern, but they seem random. In some of the years only one person went missing, but then in other years there are two or more cases listed. There’s a long gap in the list preceding Max Kader’s disappearance, which covers the time my mom was a student here. Whatever happened to Julia Rogoff falls in that period too, but she’s not on the list.

And there hasn’t been a disappearance since 2008.

I can’t help but think about pressure building, soon to reach critical mass, eventually exploding.

“Daphne’s theory is that something must’ve gone wrong with Max. Him not coming back like the rest of them is an obvious giveaway,” Olga says. “And because they screwed up with Max, they haven’t attempted anything since 2008.”

“Do you and Daphne have some idea of who ‘they’ are?” I ask carefully.

Even knowing what I do now, after coming face-to-face with the impossible, encountering things that shouldn’t exist, I’m still not sure about anything. Eriksson told us our bloodlines have prepared us to take up our parents’ mantles. He didn’t mention anything else.

Though the word “sacrifice” keeps floating through my mind.

“Our running hypothesis is an illegal research lab. These kids who disappear have been experimented on, their memories wiped clean.”

I look up at her in surprise. Didn’t see that coming.

“I know,” she says with a shrug. “Too science fiction-y.”

“You said it, not me.”

“Fine. Do you have a better explanation?”

I can’t exactly tell her about the Buried Ones. I don’t even know enough myself. But I can speculate based on the information given. “Well, someone out there is doing something to these people. Maybe they’re taking something from them? That guy—John in 2000—is literally quoted saying, ‘They took it from me.’ Given how many of them mention some kind of amnesia following the event, the most obvious guess is that it’s memory.”

“But you think there’s more to it.”

“I think that selective memory loss is more of a consequence, not the goal per se.”

“Well, whatever may have been taken from these people, it didn’t prevent them from going far in life,” Olga says, scrolling down to an additional set of notes on the bottom of the list.

“We looked up some of these names, and there’s one obvious thing that unites them—they all went on to become successful and rich. I’m not just talking doctors and lawyers. These are top-notch scientists and inventors, political figures, entrepreneurs. They’re not famous, not movie stars, but they’re wealthy and powerful. John Blackmore was a CEO of a tech start-up that sold for a lot of money, now he’s running a hedge fund… . And they all give generously to the Arches. It’s probably their money financing my scholarship.”

The picture emerging is just too disturbing. This goes even deeper than a clandestine society kidnapping an unlucky student once in a while … only to return them, without memory but set for success in life. Is the whole university in on it? Is the administration of the Arches turning a blind eye on Anima Devorantis and their activities because, in the end, it benefits the institution with endowments?

“I’m lost,” I say. “Let’s go back to the start. I feel like we’re missing something. I’m assuming these students didn’t know each other. But what about the dates? They seem random, but are they?”

Olga scrolls up back to the start of the document, we both study the lineup of dates.

“Don’t you have some magical app that can look for patterns?” I ask, and Olga snorts.

“You don’t need an app for that. I’ve actually put the dates through Python already, then some of my custom Java algorithms. I even used Excel and goddamn GenAI. Nothing came out of it,” she says, frustrated.

“Can you just search for that last date? May 5, 2008?”

She does and together we skim through a trove of information, from celebrity deaths to what song was charting at number one that day. The year Max Kader went missing was the Year of the Rat, and the star sign on May 5 was Taurus. None of this is helpful. Olga is about to close the laptop when something catches my eye: Vesak, the Day of the Full Moon… .

Full moon.

As a kid, I was always wary of it because when the moon was at its strongest and fullest, the shadows were most likely to come. Like they were drawn to the moon, its light giving them power. Now that I know the Buried Ones crave the light of the sun but must settle for the moon, the connection between my childhood terrors and the mystery of this campus becomes obvious. It’s no wonder my dreams lately have been plagued by moonlight. And come to think of it, the moon symbolism is everywhere on campus. Even in this very dorm, the image of the well emblazoned over the entrance to Mokosh has the circle of the moon hanging over it.

The moon matters in this sinister equation of disappearances.

It matters a great deal.
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FORTY-ONE

We sit in silence for a minute, mulling it all over. Everyone, except Julia Rogoff, vanished on the night of the full moon. And we had a full moon last night. Does this mean whatever danger we may have been facing has now passed?

As I go through my morning routine, my thoughts shift to the tunnels and things that dwell there. Whenever I draw a breath, I feel the chilled touch of ghostly fingers inside my chest. It’s not painful or unpleasant, but there. Whenever I focus on it, I feel the beginning of a strange want in me, a craving for … something.

Maybe this is all a normal part of growing up. Yearnings and wishes, the tumult of emotions. Maybe it’s something else, something other.

When I arrive to the cafeteria, I spot Nick and Alister at a corner table, away from the bigger orientation group that’s abuzz with laughter and lively conversations. The twins sit facing each other, a rare show of familial closeness. I grab some food and approach them, issuing friendly nods as I pass our fellow orientation participants, most of their names still a mystery to me. Bee and Ellie are notably missing, and the Lanagans look forlorn, wearing matching marks of poor sleep under their eyes.

I grab a seat next to Nick, wondering why it feels so awkward to be next to him and Alister this morning. I’m bracing as if for some kind of showdown. The five of us went into the tunnels voluntarily; all of us are now connected to the things that live underground. I wonder if the twins feel that strange coldness in their chests too, like a tiny sliver of warmth has gone missing. I wonder if they hear the voices of the gods below if only they focus hard enough.

Nick puts away his phone and meets my eyes, but there’s no smile.

“Bee and Ellie aren’t responding to texts or calls. Bee was online this morning, but the messages are just sitting there unread,” Nick tells me by way of greeting.

My shoulders grow heavy, like an invisible presence is putting its hands on me, pressing me down. Anxious sweat beads up on the nape of my neck. I feel tension all over, like I should remember something, something about Ellie or Bee, some vital piece of information, but when I try to pinpoint the memory it hides from me.

“Have you gone by their rooms?” I ask, giving Nick a sideways glance, then shifting to look at the uncharacteristically silent Alister. “Knocked on their doors?”

“No,” Alister says. “We usually meet with them outside the dorm and walk together. We just assumed they were running late today.”

I want to yell at him, to challenge his measured tone. Though he looks shaken, he sounds like nothing’s odd. Like last night didn’t happen. If on any normal day, it’s okay to assume our friends are running late, to do so the morning after our first encounter with the gods is careless, naive.

“We have to go check on them,” I say.

I’m ready to take off, but Karina chooses this moment to come over to our table and remind us about today’s schedule. Our individual course advisor meetings are to take place later this afternoon.

Great, another person to question me about what I want to do with my life, what subjects I want to enroll in, et cetera, et cetera. Despite my bravado last night when my entire future seemed clear and bright ahead of me, today I feel no closer to knowing my own mind.

All I want to do is return to the tunnels beneath the earth.

The thought shocks me.

It’s the first time I’m acknowledging this craving in my chest.

“Something wrong with your omelette, Adriana?” Karina’s question brings me back to the surface. I look up at her, finding her frowning in concern, then follow her eyes to my plate, where my untouched food is getting cold.

“Nothing,” I say and offer her a reassuring smile—at least, I hope it’s reassuring—as I bring a forkful of the omelette to my mouth, but I can barely taste it.

Karina is still frowning, but then her attention shifts to the others in the group. I exhale, though my relief is short-lived.

“Where are Shelby and Elise?” Karina asks, scanning the cafeteria crowd with concern in her eyes.

“They both got mild food poisoning after the legacies party last night,” I lie without missing a beat. I just hope Nick and Alister don’t give me away with their expressions.

If this fake excuse gets Professor Eriksson in trouble, so be it. Ellie and Bee would expect us to cover for them if they went AWOL like this. I just hope it’s because they had too much to drink, perhaps partied too hard in Ellie’s room, and not something sinister. I hope they are okay. But either way, it’s best to keep Karina out of it.

Karina doesn’t seem sold on my explanation. “That’s no good,” she says, giving me an inquiring look. It takes all my strength not to shrink under her gaze. “I’ll go and check on them both now.”

Moving on impulse, I reach for Karina’s hand and press my fingers against her warm skin. Maybe I’m in over my head, and in a way I hope I am, but it’s like some new sense is coming awake inside me and it’s what’s moving my hand.

“No need,” I say. “We’ll do that. Everything’s fine.”

My intent is pouring out of me and into Karina through the spot where my fingers dig into her skin. With horror bordering on fascination, I watch Karina’s face go slack and her eyes glaze over.

“That sounds like a plan!” she says, way perkier than she sounded before, all concern gone from her features. “I’ll leave you be then.”

I let her go, moving my fingers away from her hand.

The three of us watch her exit the cafeteria, her steps too fast for a casual walk. I imagine she senses danger but can’t quite figure out where it’s coming from. I bet her mind is regaining clarity now, as the fog of compulsion relinquishes its hold on her.

I did that. Or rather, the Buried Ones did, through me.

“What was that?” Nick asks.

I don’t like the look he gives me, like he’s disappointed in me.

“You know exactly what that was,” Alister pipes in before I have a chance to respond. He locks eyes with his brother and something passes between them.

“We can discuss it later,” I say. “Now we really need to go and check on Ellie and Bee.”

I don’t know how long we have before Karina shakes off the confusion.

We cut our breakfast short, leaving the table with intent. The Lanagans follow me out, their tense postures matching mine. We head for the dorms, silent until we get to Bee’s room and knock.

The door flies open, Bee’s tear-streaked face in the gap, their eyes hopeful at first but immediately dimming.

“Something happened. Something bad,” Bee says, inviting us in.

I take in the pristine state of her room, perfectly made up except for its resident, who is shallow-eyed and sallow-cheeked.

“Tell us what happened,” I say, and it’s a struggle to keep my voice calm and collected.

Bee nods, looks around, focusing furtively on the corners. I note how the lights are on and the window facing out into the sunny day is covered up with blinds. Just like the window in my room, only Bee lives on the second floor and there’s nothing strange in sight.

“Ellie was behaving weirdly last night,” Bee says, pacing the small length of the room, their movement making me dizzy. “I missed that moment when she ran away … in the tunnels. She was already in Eriksson’s apartment by the time we returned, right?”

Bee sounds less certain by the end of that question. And it’s as if some of that doubt transfers over to me. When exactly did Ellie leave the tunnels? My memory is full of holes and fog.

“And then?” Nick prompts Bee to keep going. “Is Ellie in her room now? Did you two have a fight?”

He sounds hopeful, but I know what’s coming, and I bet Nick does too. Hope leaves his expression, giving way to wary fatigue.

“She’s not there,” Bee says, her breath hitching. “At least, I don’t think she is! I don’t know what to think anymore, I don’t know what’s even real anymore.”

“Just tell us what happened,” Alister requests, taking a seat at Bee’s carefully arranged desk. “You came back to the dorm last night and Ellie started behaving oddly. Then what?”

Bee gives him a long look, pausing her pacing. Their chest rises and falls erratically.

“She was kind of okay at first. We had tea in her room, and she added some tequila into hers. I know, so gross. But she said she needed to quiet her nerves. We talked about what we saw in the tunnels. Well, mostly I talked, she listened. But then she started getting agitated. I thought maybe it was the tequila talking, though I don’t think she had that much of it… . It was getting super late, but sleep was the last thing on her mind. She kept saying, ‘They’re watching me, they’re everywhere.’ … And then she ran off and locked herself in her room. She got quiet and I thought she fell asleep, but this morning the door to her place stood open and the room is empty… . I had a weird dream last night too, like I was seeing the world through Ellie’s eyes, like I was actually inside her body, feeling things and everything. In my dream, she was scared. So scared.”

“Why haven’t you texted us back?” Nick asks, his voice rising, panic darkening his eyes. “We’ve been calling and texting you all morning.”

“I was out looking for her!” Bee says, gesturing wildly.

“I didn’t know what else to do, and I didn’t want anyone else involved in case Ellie was just having a bad night. She would’ve been embarrassed if you guys saw her like that. I thought I’d find her, take her back to the dorm, get her calm… . Clearly, that was a wrong thing to do!”

“We need to look for her,” Nick says.

“We need to tell someone,” I say, though immediately I’m unsure if it’s the right call, considering Eriksson’s plea for secrecy last night. But a missing student sounds like a solid reason to break the rules.

Missing student. Shit.

“It was a full moon last night,” I say.

Not a question, but Bee, Nick and Alister all nod in affirmation.

Olga and I spent the morning talking about disappearing students and one thing that unites their cases: the full moon.

Have the legacy students not only joined a clandestine society but also restarted some sinister cycle?

Things connect in my head, memories returning, brought back by the triggering words. With sudden clarity, I remember my nightmare last night—that girl lurking outside my window. How could I forget that? And now that it’s all coming back, I also remember … it was Ellie tapping on my window, breaking the seal of the well, climbing in.

“I know where Ellie went,” I say.
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FORTY-TWO

I lead them to Mokosh, following the building’s perimeter, hoping there’s a way to access the backyard. As we walk I fill them in on my nightmare that was no nightmare at all.

I exhale in relief when I spot a hole in the chain-link fence. Looks like it hasn’t been fixed since the time of Daphne’s video. Makes sense. Ellie had to get in somehow last night. And something tells me the well receives frequent visitors regardless.

I’m the first through the hole, my heart pounding like I’m a little kid sneaking into forbidden territory. The others follow me. I hear Alister swear as his clothes get caught on the fence, but it’s Nick’s stressed exhale that makes me focus on the well at the expense of all else.

The yard is bigger than I thought, a large section of it enclosed by the fence, as if whoever put up this barrier wanted to create maximum buffer space around the well.

“Shit,” Nick says, taking in the sight. The Devouring Well is open, its seal and chains on the ground around it. “Are you saying Ellie did this?”

I nod and go closer, though everything inside me screams at me to run. I force myself to crouch by the side of the well, balancing on my heels. Textured clumps of strange, colorless moss fill the cracks between stones, rust eroding the chains. I try to move the seal that lies flat on the ground, but it’s too heavy. And yet Ellie handled it last night like it weighed nothing. Perhaps she had help from inside the well.

The others wander around, tracing the space of the backyard, as if looking for clues. They don’t want to acknowledge the truth—the only place Ellie could’ve gone is inside the well. I saw her do it.

One of the bigger stones in the well’s foundation bears the familiar symbol of Veles. The longer I stare at it, the more defined the symbol becomes. I reach for it, feeling the deep chill wafting from the stone, from the well, from below the ground. I touch the triangle, a spike of frost biting into my skin. We’re deep underground, and the walls are closing in. Buried alive, trapped, imprisoned. And we’re hungry. So very hungry. We are one and yet we are many. We unleash our claws against our cell, but we can’t break free. Our jailers are our worshippers. When we growl, the earth shakes… .

Horrific imagery is passing through my head. Not a memory.

Not a dream. But something transmitted straight into my brain by a brute, external force. A moment as fleating as a hitched breath but which lasts an eternity.

I return into my body. Nick is leaning over me, his face alarmed. The others are behind him, their expressions replicating Nick’s worry.

“What did you see?” Nick asks.

The Veles symbol of sacrifice is dancing through my vision, the breath of the restless gods chilling my skin.

“Not sure,” I say. “It felt like I was pushed inside someone’s mind and forced to see the world through their eyes. But they weren’t human.”

I wonder what conclusions the other legacies are drawing from hearing this confession. My connection to the gods beneath is making itself known, giving me glimpses of the dark world inhabited by the Buried Ones. Am I the only one to carry this horrific honor?

“Guys. I found something,” Bee says, their face carved with lines of concern.

Nick helps me to my feet.

We surround Bee as she points at the ground where one of Ellie’s slip-on shoes is tangled in the grass next to the well.

“I was hoping you were wrong,” Bee says, reaching for the shoe. It crosses my mind to stop them, a thought about contaminating a crime scene going through my mind, but deep down I know the police can’t help us here. No one can.

We have to rescue Ellie ourselves, before it’s too late and she ends up like all those missing students with their minds wiped clean.

Or worse, like Max Kader, missing for good.
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FORTY-THREE

“Do you think she … jumped in?” Nick asks, looking at me across the well, distress burning in his eyes.

“I saw her get in,” I say. “I thought I was dreaming, but it was real. I’m not totally sure if she climbed down of her own free will though.”

I touch the rough outline of the well, which is covered in divots and scratches, an intense latticework. Impossible to tell if it was left by time or by hands resisting the descent.

Alister picks up a small stone from the ground nearby and throws it into the waiting darkness of the well. The sound of it hitting the bottom is a dry thump. No water down there now, if there ever was. I lean in to study the space inside the well, doing my best to ignore the graveyard-scented wind blowing against my face, carrying the smell of rotten, liquifying meat. Despite the urge to gag, I notice metal steps bolted into the inner side of the well that look way more modern than the age-old stone. Seems like a relatively recent addition.

“We’re not seriously thinking about climbing down?” Bee asks in a small voice that resonates with how I feel inside.

“What choice do we have?” I say, finding Bee’s eyes, trying to communicate my complex feelings with a look.

“We could call security. We could call our parents. We could go find Karina,” Bee insists.

We look between ourselves, weighing the options and discarding them. Our parents have no memory of any of this, while security and Karina would likely treat it like a normal case of a teen going missing—as much as that can be normal anyway—and that would only delay us further, delay Ellie’s rescue.

No, we have to act fast, and we have to act now.

“I’m going in,” I say, sizing up the well.

But when I start to perch on the well’s edge, the smell from within intensifies, turning so vile I sway and pull back. It’d be unfortunate to fall in and break my neck. A tragic and underwhelming finale.

Bee protests, while Nick and Alister both look resigned as they come closer. I hope it’s to join me, not to stop me.

But I never get to find out because someone else is here, a figure dressed in all black moving toward us across the yard. I shrink back in fear. Can the underground things come out in daylight now?

But, no, the figure doesn’t move like the Buried One we encountered in Eriksson’s basement, and it doesn’t float above the ground like a ghoul made of inky shadows.

It’s a person, covered up in an unseasonal black coat, their head concealed by a low-sitting beanie. And they’re carrying something in their hands, some kind of a container? Why is this scene so familiar?

I don’t have time to dwell on it for long because this mystery person has spotted us and is now shouting at us from afar. Even amid the smells and vile emanations from the well, I get the newcomer’s tone: furious. Also, it’s a woman and the tone of her voice slices through me, bringing back memories of being underground.

She drops the container to the ground and runs in our direction with shocking speed. As the world slows down around me, I catch a glimpse of the container’s contents.

Wet, spotted red, glistening under the sun. Rotten meat.

I don’t have time to wait around and confirm her identity as the woman gains on us. Nick yells at us to run and, in the most disorganized yet effective manner, we do.

We sprint away from the well, and we don’t stop running until we can no longer see the dorm circle.
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“What’s next?” Bee asks after we put enough distance between us and the mystery woman. “Is now a good time to get help from those older and wiser?”

“It is,” I say, taking course for the Old Quad. “Eriksson is the one who got us into this, he should be the one to get us out.”

The others follow me in silent agreement. But when we get to the Old Quad and locate the entrance to the residences, something immediately feels off. The building stands too quiet, too still, the door is unlocked and left ajar.

The memories of last night at Eriksson’s turn more surreal with every passing second: him opening the hatch, the underground world of tunnels, the creatures that roam down there in despair. All of it is like a dream. I wish it was a dream.

But I wasn’t afraid yesterday and I refuse to be afraid now.

I’m the first to step inside the building, Nick and Alister following close behind. I turn to find Bee’s eyes. “You don’t have to come. Ellie might return to the dorms, so you could wait for her in your room. If we don’t come back by the end of the day, get help.”

Bee lingers near the door, wavering, torn. I can tell the moment they make up their mind, eyes turning steely and determined. The friendship shared by our group may be brand-new, but it feels important, like something that’s going to last and that will likely define our lives.

“I’m coming,” Bee says. “I need to know Ellie is okay. I need to help.”

I nod and she gives me a reassuring look. We proceed inside.

The door to Julia Rogoff’s old apartment draws my attention the moment we clear the corridor’s turn. I go closer and, ignoring my friends’ confused looks, try the handle, finding it locked. But then I notice Eriksson’s door, slightly open and moving in the imperceptible wind. My chest floods with dark premonition.

We enter one by one, stepping in slowly and carefully, like moving through a portal between worlds.

I draw a breath and it shudders, a panicked gasp.

Eriksson’s place, his odd museum of things from everywhere, has been completely ransacked. Statuettes and masks in heaps on the floor, a myriad of pages torn from books and journals, Anima Devorantis photos all over the room like fallen leaves, wilting. So many faces, too many, some staring back from Polaroids, like my mom’s cohort, others from older pictures, black-and-white and sepia. I spot our photo from yesterday—it’s creased unevenly in places, like someone tried to crumple it in their fist but the sturdy picture resisted.

“Either the professor packed up in a hurry and ran for the border or …” Nick says, trailing off.

“Someone else did this, not Eriksson,” Alister says, picking up his brother’s train of thought, sounding a lot more certain than I feel. “There’s packing in a rush, and there’s … this.” He gestures around at the chaos reigning inside.

If someone broke in and searched Eriksson’s place, what were they looking for? Have they found it? And what have they done with the professor? Or did he wreck his own place in a bout of anger and desperation?

“I found something,” Bee’s voice says from behind me.

I turn to find them kneeling by the hatch that admitted us to the Arches’ underworld last night, under Eriksson’s loose supervision. The hatch is wide open.

My heart grows heavy.

“There’s a note,” Bee says, showing us a piece of paper torn from some notepad in haste.

We cluster around Bee, reading what I assume is Eriksson’s writing. The note is not addressed to anyone, nor is it signed.

The new cohort has failed. I have no choice but to find Julia before they all break free and take more sacrifices. Only a conduit can help us now.

The new cohort? Us? Why is Eriksson saying we’ve failed? We’ve met the gods and survived. Isn’t that a success? A chill runs through me.

I remember Eriksson’s expression as he was tending to Ellie yesterday, after she ran away from the basement. He seemed spooked, unsettled. I wrote it off as my nervous imagination then, but now I suspect I was right all along. Things didn’t go as planned during our encounter with the Buried Ones. Eriksson knew it, but didn’t tell us.

“He’s gone into the tunnels then.” Alister is looking warily at the gaping opening of the hatch. “To look for this missing professor. But he had years to find her, why go now? He makes it sound like it’s a suicide mission.”

“For him, it might as well be,” Nick says. “He didn’t linger in the basement last night. He was in a rush to transfer over the connection… . I suspect he’s the last man standing, all that’s left of the society, and he’s grown weak. I guess we weren’t all he hoped we’d be.”

“Does this mean Ellie’s in real danger?” Bee says, their voice shaking.

“We need to go down there, find her, and bring her back,” I say, looking around for supplies.

I vaguely remember Eriksson procuring a lighter from somewhere in the kitchen. But we need more than a set of torches if we’re going to venture down into the dark.

Until this moment the threat I felt was vague and nonspecific. Now that Ellie is missing, suddenly it has a face. It galvanizes me, as if my entire life I’ve been preparing for this moment, my chance to dig deep inside of myself and find strength to achieve something real, like save a friend’s life.

“Look around, see if you can find flashlights or anything that could be useful underground,” I say as I continue to scan the apartment, trying to see beyond the mess.

Last night, I spotted something weird behind the door to one of the rooms when Eriksson went in there to fetch the photo album. My memories are fuzzy, faded and tarnished around the corners, like something from years ago instead of yesterday. But I remember the way it made me feel when I glimpsed odd shapes cut against the flickering light.

While the others go through drawers in the kitchen, I’m drawn to the door.

Unlocked. Like whoever left the apartment ransacked, its secrets unearthed, wanted me to open it. Maybe it was Eriksson himself. Maybe the moment he realized our cohort had “failed,” he no longer cared what we’d find when we inevitably returned here.

I open the door and step through—into another apartment, a mirror version of the one I left behind. This must be Julia Rogoff’s place. It’s connected to Eriksson’s apartment, though it’s clear no one has lived here for years.

I feel sick to my stomach at what I find here.
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Julia Rogoff’s place has been converted into a shrine, a sinister museum dedicated to the Buried Ones. The windows and the front door have been sealed off with brick, the walls covered with velvet-lined glass cases. Eight of them, each containing a humanoid effigy, dressed in a flowing black cloak, its head adorned with insignia dotted with signs and symbols. Each display is marked with a sticker that contains one word, in what I suspect is Eriksson’s busy hand.

Viy, Chernobog, Mokosh … Veles.

There are countless books and notepads piled near the display cases, all filled with that same no-nonsense handwriting that matches the note left by the hatch. I flip through some at random, my attention snagging on the highlighted lines. My mind puts these bits together, reconstructing an account of a man trying to reason with the gods and failing. I’m sure if I had time to go over all this, to read Eriksson’s decades’ worth of notes and observations, I’d get all the answers I could hope for and more. But I don’t have time.

Eight gods surround me, their empty faces imbued with menace and power.

Yesterday, when I went into the tunnels, I kept getting this sense of déjà vu, like I’d done this before, been down to these tunnels before. Of course, I hadn’t, but my shadowy companions that have dogged me all my life used to come to me from deep below the ground—this I knew instinctively; it was a deep-seated truth lodged in my chest like a splinter.

I’m finding nothing in this altar room that can help me save Ellie. I’m about to leave when I notice a loose piece of paper on the desk that’s otherwise mostly buried beneath the books. Next to the paper there’s an open leatherbound tome, its pages claimed by the familiar Glagolitic script, with illustrations of plants and burning cauldrons next to what I imagine are recipes for potions complete with incantations. The piece of paper is covered with lines of text in English in Eriksson’s hand, listing ingredients, but above it all there’s one word, underlined.

Compulsion.

I remember the taste of wine Eriksson gave us yesterday before herding us downstairs. I remember how the tide of complacency came over me every time I wondered what the hell we were doing, every time I wanted to question our gracious host or query his intentions.

He drugged us, or I guess enchanted us with some potion. My god. Before today I never thought about real-life benefits of powers one might get from tangling with the divine. I suspect this is only a beginning. But I feel violated all the same.

But isn’t this what I did earlier to Karina? And I didn’t even need to trick her into consuming some potion; a simple touch was enough to control her mind for a moment. I remember Nick’s expression when he realized what I did, and I feel sick all over again.

I return to Eriksson’s apartment empty-handed, but Nick had more success.

“Found this in the pantry,” he says, showing me his haul of three large rolls of wire. “Along with some surveying equipment. The professor must’ve been trying to map those tunnels at some stage, but this stuff’s been accumulating dust for a while.”

“I assume you found no maps there?” I ask, thinking of Eriksson wandering alone in the dark, a torch in one hand and a roll of wire in another.

“Nope,” Nick says. “We might be okay without a map though. There were three tunnels down there, right? There are four of us. Someone can stay behind and hold on to the wire rolls.”

“You’re not seriously considering splitting up?” Bee says, looking between us tensely.

“Nick’s plan is the only option,” Alister responds before his brother can. I lost track of Alister as we were standing here talking, but I think he emerged from the altar room just now.

“What choice do we have?” Alister goes on. “Ellie could be anywhere down there. That is, assuming the well connects to the tunnels, which I guess we’re pretty sure it does. We’ll cover more ground if we each pick a corridor… .”

As we’re too busy arguing, we don’t notice when the front door of the apartment opens and closes, falling into place with a click.

“What are you doing here? What have you done?” A woman’s voice, familiar yet twisted with barely contained fury, catches us off guard. She looks around her in horror, accusation thick in her tone.

Malena is here, dressed in all black, beanie seated low on her forehead. The librarian pulls off the hat and stuffs it into a pocket of her coat, her red hair spilling out in a messy waterfall. She was a splash of light the day Nick and I ventured into the library’s basement; now she is darkness personified, burning with anger. She even seems taller than I remember, more menacing. And she’s blocking the only way out.

“We didn’t do anything! We didn’t ransack the place!” Nick says, gesturing in a pacifying way that only seems to piss off Malena more.

The look she gives us next, her eyes traveling from one face to the next, until it lands on me, is dark and testing. Her brow furrows.

“I’m too late. They’ve gotten to you already. You have their mark on you.”

She stares at me dead-on until I begin to wonder if I actually have some physical mark on me or whether she’s using the word metaphorically.

But as I meet her gaze again and look, really look at her, it’s as if some new line of sight is opening up inside me. I see actual shadows clinging to her features, too dark to be natural. The way she carries herself, the tense stance of her body, her heavy look. Maybe that’s what she means by “their mark.” When a god reaches out and brings you in for an embrace, you don’t just walk away unscathed. You change.

“You’re one of them too,” I say, meeting her eyes with a new understanding. “Anima Devorantis. One of us.”

She scoffs at that, proceeding deeper into the apartment and walking past us to take in the full extent of the mess. She eyes the open hatch in the corner and looks away in distaste. I take it she’s not a fan of what dwells beneath, or of Eriksson, specifically.

“I’m not a soul eater. I’m what they call an apostate,” she says.

Before she shakes off her black coat, I spot a pair of leather gloves sticking out from its pocket. Mismatched with the season, those gloves take me back to earlier when we were searching the area by the Devouring Well for any signs of Ellie. We ran when we spotted a dark figure—Malena. And I feel like I’ve seen her in that context even before today, a mysterious figure dressed in black and carrying that weird cooler.

But all that flickers through my mind now is “apostate”—days ago, in what feels like another life, Alister mentioned how Anima Devorantis was throwing apostates down the well. I thought he was kidding, or being a smart-ass. Oh, how I wish now that was true.

“What does it mean exactly?” I ask Malena, meeting her dark gaze.

“Eriksson is the last one of the old worshippers, keeping this cursed flame going single-handedly,” she says. “Things were different in the past, running smoothly, until your parents’ cohort. And Julia. After that kid was taken and never came back, I knew it had to end.”

“Max Kader,” I say. “What really happened to him, and all the others before him?”

“You know more than I thought you would,” Malena says, thoughtful now and studying me. “All of your parents are also apostates, technically, you know. The only difference is that they left this place and forgot everything, while I chose to stay. Someone had to. To keep the danger contained. Eriksson wants to keep this evil awake.”

A shudder goes through me. That creature we encountered in the tunnels below didn’t strike me as evil. But it didn’t strike me as “good” either. Maybe concepts like “good” and “evil” don’t apply here.

Though when the gods climb out of the earth and kidnap students under the light of the full moon, things get decisively evil.

“My parents are no apostates!” Alister says, the angry look on his face catching me off guard. “And why should we listen to you at all when you kept it from us? You had several chances to warn us.”

He has a point. The four of us stare at Malena, waiting for her to speak, to explain her lack of action. But then I remember catching a glimpse of her at the social, her features drawn tight and determined. Someone whispered into my ear then, the strange words sending me spinning through the room like I was possessed. Or compelled.

“I saw you at the party last night,” I say. “Were you trying to scare me away from the magician?”

“I knew Eriksson was getting ready to initiate your group into his dying society,” she says, looking between me and Alister and the others. “I tried to do something, to at least delay the inevitable. But I failed. And I failed at the library too.”

“You were the one to send us to the library basement,” Nick says, looking as furious as his brother did earlier. “Why?”

“To frighten you! I didn’t know how else to try and stop you joining Ludwig’s little blood cult. I’m on my own here, limited means at my disposal. He wants to resurrect the dying power. I want to snuff it out for good.”

She wanted to scare us away from Anima Devorantis? Well, she came closer to succeeding than she realizes. The vibe down there, in the library’s basement, was decidedly scary, like the room was about to close tight around us, smother us to death. I felt like the entire time we were there, we were walking some tightrope, barely balancing away from death.

“You could’ve just told us instead of playing games!” Alister says, his words an aggressive hiss.

“Something could’ve happened to us! Something bad!” I say, talking over my fellow legacy’s outburst.

Malena is shaking her head, looking infuriatingly calm.

“I couldn’t just tell you because Eriksson still has power over me… . There are arrangements in place that seal my lips—but now that you’ve been initiated I can speak at last! Those things in the tunnels are weak; I’ve been keeping them on a diet of rotten meat for years. Before it all went to shit with that Kader kid, with every new intake, the society would select a few promising students and make them susceptible to control, luring them in with the promise of a great career and overall good fortune. Many would indeed go on to benefit from giving themselves to the gods, becoming important and influential after graduation. But now, without new blood bonding with them, they’re all bark, no bite. The library basement was creepy, sure, but it’s nothing compared to what will happen if … You need to leave, forget all about any of this.”

“We can’t.” Bee speaks up, after keeping quiet while Malena told us her side of the story. “Our friend is down there. Ellie was taken.”

“Then she’s as good as forfeit,” Malena says, paling. “This is the year of the sacrifice then. The things that dwell below reach out to the surface when they get restless and hungry. Sealing that damn well helped, and my offerings help too, but it looks like it all failed this year. Shit. The best-case scenario is that they let your friend go once they squeeze as much as they can out of her. The worst—she’s gone for good. Like Max.”

What I’ve been dreading might happen has already happened.

While I was lying to myself, pretending we were safe because there’s been no disappearance since Max Kader, Ellie was being lured out of her room and into the well.

But I refuse to believe Malena’s dark assessment.

“How do we get Ellie back?” I ask.

“You don’t. She’s gone… . It’s going to be hell delivering the news to her parents.”

“There has to be something we can do,” I cry out softly.

Bee comes over as if drawn to my side, to give me strength. Nick and Alister also cluster nearer, their presence giving me some semblance of confidence.

“Only a conduit can do anything of impact,” Malena says, darkly. “But the last one we had perished.”

“Julia Rogoff,” I say. “What really happened to her?”

“She got drunk on power, wanted more and more of it,” Malena says, but she sounds less certain than before. When she spots my unconvinced face, she goes on, “They fill you up, make you feel invincible, like you can do anything, like you can leap from building to building, like you can fucking fly. But you’re hollow when they abandon you.”

While her words leave me shivery, I can’t stop thinking about Ellie, what she might be going through. If me becoming the conduit to the buried gods is what can save her, that’s what I must do.

“How do I become the conduit?” I ask.

Malena laughs; the sound of it is not kind.

“You don’t become it. You get chosen.”

“Fine. How do I get chosen as the conduit?”

It’s like the two of us are alone in the room; the others have grown quiet and tense, listening to this exchange. Malena stares at me like I’m the densest person in the world, and the most irritating. But something in my expression must soften her. She gives in.

“If I were to speculate, you go down there and try to offer something they crave.”

I nod in understanding, remembering the sound of our torches going out last night, like they were eaten up, with gusto, by a hungry toddler, smacking his lips.

Whenever those students went missing, the moon was full. That’s when the gods are most likely to crawl out from their lair beneath the earth and walk the ground, however briefly. The light of the full moon is the closest they get to feeling sunshine on their skin.

It’s a start. I’ll light the flame and show the gods I’m willing to barter.

It’s time to return to the dark. It’s time to save my friend.






PART 4
THE GODS WE BURY
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Malena stays behind. To keep watch, she says. But the dark look haunting her eyes hints at her real intent. This woman has dedicated her life to keeping the buried gods at bay, and to undoing Ludwig Eriksson’s work. She’s unlikely to stop now. And if my plan to retrieve Ellie fails, I can easily see Malena closing the hatch and sealing us in—if that’s what’s going to stop the underworld denizens we have dared to tangle with.

I have to trust my instincts. Malena said one can’t do anything to be chosen as the conduit, and maybe that’s true, but I’ll damn sure do whatever is in my power to get picked, if that’s what saves Ellie and stops the unholy cycle once and for all.

I climb down first and wait for Nick to pass me down the supplies. A lighter, the rolls of wire. It isn’t much, but it’ll have to do.

Nick is the next one down. He looks so handsome in the path of light from above, so determined. I wish things weren’t so weird. I wish we had more time to get to know one another.

“What’s the weather like down here?” he teases, and I can’t help but let out a laugh.

“Cold, with a chance of creepy,” I say.

“Addie …” he starts to say, suddenly serious, but then we’re joined by Alister and whatever moment we were about to have passes, giving way to the collective anxiety.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Alister says, finding my eyes in the dark.

Our little group started off with him as our proto-leader, but now he seems to be deferring to me and my authority, which is both odd and thrilling.

“I have no idea what I’m doing,” I say, honestly. “But I hope my instincts are right.”

If Alister wants to challenge me, he quickly changes his mind under Nick’s scrutiny. Bee joins us next. I keep expecting Malena to issue some parting words, but she remains a silent presence above, brooding and resigned.

We’re on our own.

Three dark openings await, yawning straight ahead. We have three rolls of wire.

Eriksson had us wait down here yesterday, and something eventually crawled out from one of the tunnels. But I have no desire to linger here this time.

We light all the torches in the row, their dancing light showing the tunnel for what it really is: a stone-walled oubliette. Desolate and hopeless.

How did it come to this? How did a bunch of ancient gods come to be trapped here, below a North American university? The logic fails me.

Strange visuals clutter my mind, someone else’s memories implanted—people on boats, braving the turbulent sea, making their way to a new life, bringing their beliefs with them. As they leave their gods behind, they pick up new ones on the way. Only these are no gods, but rather things with no names, things willing to play pretend in order to get what they want. And they are hungry, desperate for worship. A union of faith is born, but as the worshippers offer prayers, what these godlike things want is a taste of souls, just a sliver, a nibble here and there, enough to keep them going. As the new arrivals make it to shore, settling this land of plenty, finding peace in isolation, things go well for a while, but then they begin to suspect the true nature of these beings they worship, and that the beings are taking too much. They devour and they still crave more, never sated. They’ve grown accustomed to the taste of souls, and now that’s all they want.

The stream of visuals ends as abruptly as it started.

“Who’s staying behind?” I ask, my voice shaky from the sudden influx of memories that are not my own.

Someone has to remain and hold on to the rolls of wire, while the rest venture out to the tunnels, in search of Ellie. Or to our doom.

“Is it okay if I stay?” Bee offers, their voice low. “I want to help, but I can barely breathe. I get claustrophobic.”

“You’re doing great, Bee,” I say softly, as I pass the rolls of wire to her. “When it’s near the end, pull at it and we’ll know to turn back.”

At least, I hope that’s how it’s going to work. The longer I stand before the tunnel openings, the less certain I become. I need to get going now before I change my mind.

Alister is quick to choose a tunnel. He covers the short distance to the central opening but pauses at the entrance, his outline partially bathed in light from his torch. He turns his head and meets my eyes, his expression odd—a mix of determination and … something else. Almost a challenge. I used to think Nick was the harder one to read; now it’s Alister who is a mystery.

I pick the left tunnel, leaving Nick with the one on the right. It feels wrong to be splitting up, the walls of rock separating us, but what choice do we have? Return to the surface and leave Ellie to her fate? Plead with Malena, wait for Eriksson, run to the grownups for help? Achieve nothing? And then somehow go on with our lives as if our friend wasn’t left to perish to this supernatural menace? No.

Here we are, Nick and I separated by a swathe of darkness that resists the light of our torches. We’re holding on to our respective wires, which stretch back to the silent Bee, the overseer of our lifelines. I seek out Nick’s eyes in the trembling light; he looks like he wants to ask me something, maybe hoping to talk me out of it. But he’s silent, and so am I. In books and movies, this is when we say some meaningful words as we part to be brave on our own, but both of us are speechless. Sometimes silence is enough.

I acknowledge Nick with a nod, then move closer to my chosen tunnel.

Last night I glimpsed symbols that marked the corridors. Now as I shine my torch to reveal the unfamiliar sign near the tunnel I’m about to enter, I think of Olga’s app on my phone, but I don’t think I have time to use it now. Both Nick and Alister have already disappeared into the dark, their wires unspooling behind them.

Despite the torch, the darkness is moving around me like ink in a bottle; I can almost taste its inevitability.

The moment I enter the tunnel, all external sound drops away, leaving me with only the shuffle of my steps, my breathing, and the erratic beating of my heart. I grip the torch so hard my fingers lose sensation, the piece of wire I hold on to feeling too thin, ethereal. It’d be so easy to release it from my fingers. I wouldn’t be able to find it, torch or no torch. And I’d be lost alone in the dark.

I walk, moving like an astronaut braving the surface of an alien world. The feeling of déjà vu is setting my skin afire with gooseflesh. But it’s not just the memories of yesterday. It increasingly feels like I’ve been here before. Like I know this place, know this darkness, in the same way I know my home, my house, my room. My thoughts shift, flowing to the time my mother was a student here. Was she close with Julia? Did Mom continue her involvement with Anima Devorantis after the professor lost herself to her power hunger? Was Mom still involved with the society when she got pregnant with me? Had she been down to these tunnels while I slumbered in her belly?

I shake my head, hoping to expel these questions. The past is in the past, I can’t change it. I have to work with what I’ve got.

I walk and walk. I walk until it starts to feel like this has always been my life, this endless movement through this narrow corridor in the dark. The weight of the torch is making my hand droop and my muscles clench, the heat from the flame burning my face. I should’ve tied the wire around my wrist, but too late now. I close my fingers tighter around it and hold on.

The sunlight is a memory. When I think about its warmth, a powerful yearning unfolds in my chest. Whenever the flame of my torch flickers in the inky air, I hope it’s not about to go out.

There’s the shuffle of movement ahead of me.

I stop, frozen with unease. I push the torch forward, but its light only goes as far as a few steps; the darkness down here is alive and ravenous, feeding on light.

“Ellie? Is that you?” I whisper.

No answer.

Last night when Eriksson orchestrated our group encounter with the buried gods, I heard clicks and groans, an otherworldly presence moving through this space in a very nonhuman manner.

This time, the steps feel mundane. They don’t speed up, nor do they vanish. I think of someone pacing the space ahead, trapped in repetitive movement, unable to escape. It has to be Ellie, wandering this tunnel alone, lost.

I keep on, pulling on the wire, pushing on ahead. The tunnel curves, just enough to keep me in suspense and, when I clear the turn, I grow cold when I see her.

My mom.

Here, in the dark with me.
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She stops her aimless pacing. Can she sense the weight of my eyes on her, can she feel my shock at finding her here?

But then she resumes her movement, confined to this little space after the turn of the tunnel.

Nobody warned me about this. Can these tunnels make you see things? Can they create a vision so realistic, down to the faint smell of Mom’s favorite perfume?

No way forward but through this stretch of the tunnel where my mom, or an apparition of her, dwells.

“Mom,” I call to her. To challenge her or to beg for help, I’m not sure.

She stops, hair cascading messily over her beautiful face. She looks dishevelled—a bathrobe over lounge sweats, face not made-up. A rare sight. It’s like she’s been plucked straight from the privacy of her bedroom and delivered here, to this impossible place.

“Mom. What’s going on?” I whisper.

Dread creeps over me. Conflicting emotions hit me with a slight delay, as if darkness dampens their effect, but they leak through eventually: surprise, shock, fear. My heart rate is nearing overdrive.

My mom, down here, underneath the campus.

Not an apparition. She’s real. She’s here.

Maybe she’s always been here. And if that’s true, then who is the woman I grew up with, the one who played the role of my mother, keeping a steely eye on me and dispensing hugs like a scarce commodity?

“Addie? What are you doing here?” Mom’s attention is on me; she’s squinting against the light.

I move the torch to the side and study her face, her eyes. She’s wearing a strange expression—a mix of her usual stoic look and a scattered, lost one. Her eyes, unmoving. Her body, sluggishly unresponsive, like she’s trapped inside a barely-giving shell.

“I’m looking for my friend,” I say.

She moves her head from side to side, as if trying to get a better look but struggling to control her body, her limbs.

“How is this possible?” She slurs her words a little. “When I come here, I’m always alone… .” She trails off, turns her head with an audible snap, and takes in the length of the corridor that stretches behind me. When she looks at me again, her faraway eyes sharpen.

“No, no, no …” she pleads, reaching for me, for a hug or to trap me, I don’t know. I resist the urge to step back. This is my mother. I know it, feel it. But still, I don’t rush into her embrace.

I search her face for clues. A sense of familiarity spreads through me like some bitter medicine finding its way into my bloodstream. All those times Mom spaced out, when she went away to a place no one else could reach—is this where she went? To the tunnels beneath the campus, all the while looking like she was simply lost inside her own head?

Whatever laws of physics or magic are at play, I can finally reach my mother. Not by appealing to her somnambulistic self, wondering what imaginary monsters she’s seeing, but by meeting her in this place where she goes.

“This is where it happened,” Mom says, her eyes zeroed in on me and barely blinking.

A cold ripple goes over my skin.

“Where what happened?” I ask, my voice shaking.

“This is where we lost Julia … where everything went wrong,” she says, looking around, her eyes dark and reflective against the flame of my torch.

My heart shrinks back at the sight of her, my mother looking lost and scared. I feel fury rising inside me at those who stole her from me, leaving me with her emotionally distant, drained replacement. I crave to love my mom, so much so my chest aches.

I need to keep her talking. Otherwise, she might wander off back into the dark and I won’t see her again, won’t see my real mom again.

“Julia was your conduit,” I say.

“Our teacher,” Mom says. “Whenever we gathered, she was the one to let the gods fill her body and speak through her. But she must’ve taken in more than she could handle. She started losing herself, kept wanting to go in deeper and deeper, to have the connection last longer. One night, she went in too deep, but it was Peter who snapped. It must’ve been a long time coming, but we didn’t see it, refused to see it. Those … things, to be in their presence is … a drug.”

“I know,” I whisper.

I remember the sensation of floating above the ground, and the complete abandon that came over me straight after facing the gods. I understand how it could become like an addiction over time.

“I wish I could’ve warned you about all this. I wish I could’ve stopped you from coming here at all,” Mom says. “But my memories faded away like they were borrowed, never truly mine. Yours will fade too… . They use you up, squeeze whatever they can out of you, and then they discard you, send you away. They’re always hungry for the next batch of fresh blood. I’m so sorry, Addie… . But what are you even doing here? You’re too deep into the tunnels!”

The question rings through the dark as shock twists Mom’s face with new awareness. I can sense her anxiety wafting off her and bouncing off me.

“I’m looking for Ellie, my friend,” I say, hoping to regain some of the confidence I felt before this impossible encounter.

Finding my mom here has shaken me to the core, opening my eyes to the truth: I don’t know what I’m doing.

“I have no idea how to save her! Malena says the gods want a new conduit—if I offer to become one, will they let Ellie go?”

Mom scrunches up her forehead, trying to retrieve decades-old memories. When she looks at me again, confusion muddles her features. “Who’s Ellie? No … Peter is gone. We must save him from the tunnels. He was lured in, his mind hijacked. Julia promised she’d bring him back, but none of us realized what it really meant, what it’d cost her… .”

“How did you find Peter?” I ask, going with the flow of her time-warped logic. “How did you save him?”

Separated by decades, the two disappearances, of Ellie and Peter, feel the same. Are we all trapped in some vicious cycle, doomed to repeat it?

Mom grows silent, lost in thought. Her outline flickers in the dark, and I fear she’s about to vanish. If she was ever real.

“Julia thought if she came close enough to them, she’d able to plead with them for Peter. But she didn’t know, none of us knew: The closer you get, the more control you give up, the more of you they have… . She went in too deep, but her descent made the gods lose interest in Peter. We found him wandering the tunnels near the lairs.”

“The lairs?” I repeat.

She wavers, a hologram turning unstable, about to go off. Am I imagining it—Dad’s voice in the distance, calling Mom’s name?

Mom opens her mouth to say something else, but she flickers out of existence before she can.

I’m all alone.

I have nowhere else to go but forward.

I resume the walk.
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FORTY-SEVEN

At some point, this tunnel must come to an end.

Down here, past, present, and future overlap, mixing to the point of losing all importance. Maybe I’m my mom and she is me, our lives and paths interchangeable. And then there’s Julia. I didn’t even know she existed a few days ago. Now she seems like the most important person in my life.

It might be time to give up on being quiet and start calling Ellie’s name. I don’t want to announce my approach, but at the same time I feel like I’ve been wandering down here for hours, and surely by now the Buried Ones must know I’m here.

I speak Ellie’s name into the dark and listen hopefully, but only silence greets me. Until it doesn’t.

A voice comes from far away. But it’s not Ellie’s.

“Addie, is that you?”

A guy’s voice. Nick or Alister?

“Addie?”

It’s the way he says my name. Unlike anyone else, unlike any other sound. Hopeful, kind of sweet.

“Nick?”

I don’t realize I’m crying until I feel the paths tears are making down my cheeks. Skin drying, leaving me cold.

I run to him before I see him, before his silhouette materializes from the dark ahead.

I crash into him, his hands coming around me in a fierce hug, which isn’t easy to do with both of us holding torches and our unspooling wires, but we make it work, and it’s the most intimate thing I’ve ever experienced. It’s making me blush so hard I’m grateful for the dark. I don’t understand this feeling. But despite everything, I like it.

How am I allowed to feel this way when things are so bad, when both of us are buried deep beneath the ground, uncertain when—if ever—we’ll see the sun again?

I check the wire tangled between my fingers—still there. Barely there.

“Nick!” I repeat, saying his name like a prayer. “I saw my mom! I saw her… . She told me about Julia, how she offered herself up to the gods to save …”

I stumble on the name of Nick’s dad, feeling weird about saying it. Like it’s not my place.

“I saw my father down here,” Nick interrupts. I notice how pale he is, how shaken. The firm embrace of his hands around me gives way to this uncertain space between us. I feel far away from him now, some force of nature pulling us apart.

“He … he was lost,” Nick goes on, like he didn’t hear me just now. Like he’s lost in his own world, his own drama, and I just happen to be here.

“He’s been wandering these corridors for years!” Nick says. “We have to help him! Have to save him… .”

“We have to find Ellie,” I say, reaching for him but stopping before I can touch him.

He gives me a wild look, eyes unblinking, scanning the space around us like he expects to see his dad here. And maybe he’s right. Maybe Peter is wandering these corridors just like Mom does when she’s lost in time, his unseeing gaze staring into the past.

“These tunnels are messing with us,” I say, keeping my gaze locked on Nick’s eyes. “They’re making us see things. I saw my mom, and you saw your dad. But we need to focus on Ellie, she’s missing. Please remember!” I get up close and personal with Nick Lanagan, practically yelling in his face.

And it seems to be working.

“Addie.” This time when he says my name, I hear relief in his tone.

Nick is back, which means we can now work together to rescue Ellie.

“Our tunnels must’ve merged at some point,” he says. “But Alister …”

If only we had some kind of schematic of this subterranean world, we might be able to plan better, but we don’t. Alister must be completely on his own, while the tunnels Nick and I chose have connected somehow. It doesn’t make sense, not logically, given how Alister picked the middle tunnel, but something tells me this place exists in accordance with its own rules.

I think of what Mom said about the lairs. Just thinking about what a buried god’s lair might look like raises the hairs on the back of my neck. But I know this is where we must go. That is, if we can even find it.

“Did your dad say anything … useful? About dealing with the … things down there?”

“No,” Nick says, looking pained as we resume walking. “He just seemed very lost… . When I was young, I used to wonder where he went whenever his eyes got so distant and cold. I used to imagine all sorts of things. Now I know.”

His words echo my earlier thoughts. How are we this similar? Down to our parents’ drama …

“I saw my mom here too,” I say, choosing my words carefully. “She wasn’t totally lost but close to it. She said … your dad once went missing down here, and it was Julia who saved him. But Julia was already the conduit. I don’t know what we can possibly do.”

“The only thing we can do is keep going,” he says as he takes my hand, the one with the thread, interlacing our fingers.

We walk together.
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How far and how deep do we have to go?

I wish I could say that with each step I feel something, some divine presence of the long-forgotten gods that refuse to stay buried, but I’d be lying. I feel nothing of the kind. Just the musty, cold air of this impossible place and nothing else. No gods to plead with. No gods to bargain with.

I’m even starting to struggle to call these beings gods. I may not have enough experience with religion or worship, but with every second passing in these tunnels, I doubt more and more the divine status of the Buried Ones.

I wonder how Alister is faring. What visions are plaguing him as he journeys through this cursed world all alone. We may never know.

At some point, the corridor becomes so low and narrow I have to move forward in a partial crawl, hoping Nick can follow. I hate to let go of his hand. My torch is still alive somehow, but the flame has turned dull, on its final breath. And maybe that’s okay—I’m not sure how much longer I can keep going like this, with the torch in one hand and my lifeline wire in the other.

After about a minute of awkward crawling, I test the boundaries of the tunnel and manage to stand up.

“Nick?” I call into the dark. “It gets higher in here!”

Silence.

And then—weird rustling.

Dread ripples through me, cold sweat budding on my skin.

“Still a bit low for me, but better than crawling,” Nick says.

I exhale in relief.

We continue forward, in anxious silence. At least the tunnel keeps on straight and narrow, and the only noise I hear is the one of our own progress, the shuffle of feet against the uneven floor.

The vibrations find us here, making the entire tunnel shiver around us. This is not good. Just like eons ago, we’re still trapped in the long, seemingly endless and vibrating corridor. There are no winding pathways or any indication of where we are and how far we have left to go.

But then the corridor forks up ahead, splitting into three pathways.
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FORTY-EIGHT

The ground shivers violently under my feet.

“There’s something here.” I shine the torch’s light at the nearest opening, at the symbol scratched next to it.

It’s similar in style to the reimagined Veles symbol that decorates the Old Quad—a circle with another circle trapped inside it, and there are spikes coming out of it, piercing the outer rim. Sun rays? A way to the surface? But then there’s another line that goes through the whole thing, cutting it in half. The opposite of a way to the surface?

“Any idea what it means?” I ask as Nick comes over and studies the sign in the dying light of my torch.

His torch is worse off than mine, just a glow of dying embers. Nick registers its state at the same time as I do and discards it, the clatter echoing as it rolls away.

I listen to Nick’s breathing, to the silence that surrounds the sound.

“I’ve seen these signs in Dad’s journals,” Nick says after a terse pause. “These symbols … they’re related to pagan iconographies of certain Eastern European nomads, but they’re different, tweaked. Whoever came up with them must’ve had a fading memory of what the originals looked like.”

This is similar to what Olga discovered while perfecting her app.

But also … those weird visions I got right after I entered the tunnels, they showed me the Buried Ones in a different light, as chameleon creatures tricking their worshippers into some kind of a parasitic relationship.

“Or maybe they tweaked the symbols on purpose,” I say, not wanting to get into my suspicions with Nick. “To make them harder to recognize or because their worship differed from the old ways? … Hang on!”

I hope against hope that my phone will work, even if I’m fairly certain there’s no reception or any kind of service down here. And yet …

Can Olga Diaz feel my excitement right now as I bring up Olga Lens on my phone, while trying not to let go of my Ariadne’s thread, aka wire?

The app comes alive, automatically activating my phone’s camera and light. Hoping the phone has enough juice to pull this off, I point the camera at the double-circle sign and wait for the familiar ping of recognition.

I nearly break down in tears when it comes, the delightful screech of the fax machine, a sound straight out of my childhood.

Viy (Slavic, Central Europe) refers to the god of the crossing, the one who guards the light from the dark, where the light world, or Light Halls, refers to a heaven-like domain where the gods and the souls of the dead dwell, and the dark or Dark Halls, where demons dwell… .

My optimism fades.

“Okay, maybe let’s not go in there,” I say, shivering inside and out.

If I hope to become a conduit to a specific god, I would rather it not be the Eastern European version of Hades. Or a thing that pretends to be Hades, which feels even worse somehow.

But then again, isn’t Veles also guarding the portals between supernatural realms? How many gods are there, all tasked with multiple duties?

I approach the second opening, the one in the middle. Another sign here, a geometrical symbol of triangles and lines and rectangles. Mildly humanoid in shape, or like a squashed bug seen from above.

Olga’s app identifies it as the symbol of Chernobog, a deity of darkness and death.

“Probably not this one either,” Nick says, looking over my shoulder.

There’s only one option remaining, the one to the left. The sign that marks it looks like a series of rhombus-shaped fields separated by roads.

Olga Lens says it’s associated with Mokosh, a goddess in charge of women’s destinies and things like spinning and weaving. Sounds innocent enough. Definitely so, compared to the gods of death and destruction lurking at the ends of the other tunnels.

“Mokosh,” Nick says, mulling over the sound. “Like your dorm.”

But that’s not the only association in my mind.

I knew the name Mokosh long before coming to the Arches. Lady Mokosha. Suddenly, what I believed for a time to be a child’s game doesn’t seem so innocent now.

How, all those years ago, could I have known about these things buried deep beneath a university campus? Was I connected to this place long before I knew it even existed because of my mom, the things she did? And if yes, what does it mean for me exactly?

These are questions I want to find answers to, but time is running out and we must choose one of the tunnels.

In anxious silence, together we pick Mokosh and continue our progress in the near dark.

The deeper into the tunnel we get, the less empty it feels. The darkness thickens, taking up space, brushing against me. Cold fingers touching flushed skin.

The ground becomes textured, Nick and I taking turns tripping and swearing under our breath. I’m too scared to shine the torch down, unsure if I want to discover the nature of the debris that slides and crunches beneath my feet. It turns out I don’t have to. After a tumble that almost lands him on his knees, Nick reaches down and grabs the offending object. When he brings it into the path of light, we both gasp in near unison.

It’s a human skull. A large fragment of one. Yellowed and fractured.

I stare at Nick, who stares at the skull in his hand, frozen and speechless. I can see from his expression how much he wants to drop it, but instead he lowers it down respectfully.

We’ve been walking on bones, demolishing them with our feet.

I aim my torch at the ground, gasping at what the light reveals. As far as I can see, the tunnel is lined with bones, faded white against the black of the earth. I can’t be sure, but something tells me these are human bones.

I think of Max Kader, who’s been lost down here for years, but the amount of bones corresponds to a large group of people. If not an entire community.

“This is going to haunt my nightmares for the rest of my life,” Nick says, his voice small. “If we ever get out of here.”

We resume walking, moving more carefully now that we’re aware of what’s beneath our feet. I wince at an occasional crunch, feeling equally disgusted and guilty. In my head I keep apologizing to the dead. I wonder if they can hear me.

“Who do you think these bones belonged to?” Nick asks in a reverent whisper.

I hesitate to share what I’m thinking, not wanting to add to the gloom, but then Nick beats me to it, answering his own question.

“Dad could never find anything on what happened to the earlier inhabitants of the area, the original community that left all these buildings and symbols behind. It always bothered him.”

Nick leaves it at that. I catch his gaze in the semidarkness and nod, thinking along the same troubling lines. Earlier, when those eerie images of people coming from across the sea and struggling with their worship invaded my mind, the narrative felt incomplete. An optimistic ending would imply the Anima Devorantis of the past found a way to shed their parasitic “gods” and get away, leaving the Buried Ones behind.

But the steady noise of crunching bones under our feet tells me that freedom came at a greater cost. A terrible cost.

A weak light shimmers up ahead. Maybe it’s the way out. Or maybe we’re about to meet a buried god and plead our case for Ellie’s release.

I increase my pace, but Nick holds on to my elbow. “Careful,” he says. I tense, his tone a fresh reminder that we’re in danger, playing a game without knowing the rules.

I slow down, proceeding on the softest feet.

The Mokosh tunnel takes us to a cavernous room as expansive as an ancient temple cut into the rock. How can all this be underground, hiding beneath the campus? Who built this subterranean kingdom? Or did it simply come into existence as a result of some dark will, a gift to the dying people who had sacrificed themselves so that their tormenting gods could be trapped?

Cautiously, we step out of the tunnel.

I look around, taking in this impossible space.

I recognize the wall up ahead as an iconostasis—but instead of icons of pious saints gilt in gold and silver, it’s the eyes of the pagan gods that stare down at us.

I lose sensation in my chest, forgetting to breathe, a moment that lasts and lasts… . But then I gulp up the air again and take them in, one image at a time, then all at once.

Burning eyes, flowing hair, beards like storm clouds, hands holding lightning bolts and harvesting tools and weapons.

There are countless candles down here, the tunnel’s cavernous walls lined with rows of them all the way to the top. This burning temple is the source of the light we saw, what led us this way.

I look up—it seems there’s no ceiling, just candles upon candles filling this boundless space, uneven light multiplying endlessly.

Who lit all these candles, and how did they reach the top I can’t even see? Or have the candles always been burning, and will keep on burning, for eternity, long after we’re gone?

The deities portrayed on the walls are part of my ancestry, from long ago. But instead of affinity, all I’m feeling now is primal fear. And it’s growing with each step.

But then I see Ellie up ahead, just as she vanishes through a small opening, a door concealed among the icons.

I freeze in my tracks and put down my torch. The fire is gone, but it’s not needed here anyway, not with thousands of candles burning. I keep my eyes on the door that swallowed up Ellie, worried that if I look away it’ll vanish the way my friend did. Then I tie the wire around my left wrist, something I should’ve done long ago. I try to do a double knot, but it proves a tough endeavour with one hand. Nick steps in to help. I don’t know if he saw Ellie too; I’m afraid to ask—worried the sound of my voice will disturb this otherworldly reality and then somehow this will be all over, Ellie lost for good.

I face Nick as he makes a meticulous knot of the wire, his fingers warm, electric against my skin. I look at him, taking him in, while his fingers do the work.

I’m about to say something, whisper some words of solidarity, but then his eyes land on my mouth. A shiver goes through me. What is happening? Is it my imagination, or is he leaning in, just a little and ever so slowly, as if pulled in by some compelling gravity I wield?

My lips begin to part, but the moment has passed, if there ever was one to begin with.

Nick lets go of my wrist, and I gesture at the door where Ellie disappeared to. Nick nods in agreement.

I reach for Nick’s hand in the dark and exhale in relief when his fingers wrap around mine. We move toward the door, our progress watched by the gloomy icons.

What lies behind the iconostasis is called a sanctuary.

Long ago, my deda built a small chapel in the backyard of the Sonoma ranch he shared with Babulya. Though tiny in size, the chapel replicated the typical structure of an Orthodox church. The little iconostasis my grandfather likely painted himself concealed the sanctuary. I wasn’t allowed in there.

But no one is stopping me now.

And so I go on forward, traversing the length of the cavern, then through a gold gilt door framed by the imagery of pagan deities.

I’m about to open the door when Nick reaches for me, fingers curling over mine.

“You sure about this?” he asks in a whisper. “We can still turn back and get help, get campus security involved, police… .”

When I meet his eyes, it’s as if I can read his mind, his doubts and hopes. We’re no longer strangers brought together by chance, cursed by circumstance. But if not strangers, what are we then? Friends? Something else? Something in the process of metamorphosis?

And what are we going to become by the end of it all?

The vibrations come once more, suddenly everywhere, a sinister heartbeat that never slows, never stops. Never relents. It calls to me, speaks to me, asks things of me.

I know Nick is hearing it too. But what are the gods telling him? What are they asking him to do?

“Of course I’m not sure,” I say, in a loud whisper matching his. “How can I possibly be sure? I’m not even a hundred percent certain this is real and not another dream like the ones I’ve been having all week!”

Nick’s hand lingers on mine, a gesture of camaraderie, of reassurance. Or maybe he just wants to touch me, to make sure I’m truly down here with him.

“This is real,” he says, his voice carrying in this unholy space, eyes dark against his face. “This is real,” he repeats. “But Addie … before we go in, I have to ask … I need to …”

He leans in, invading my space slowly enough to give me a chance to back out, yet determined enough to let me know what he wants.

I stand completely still, having temporarily forgotten about the door I’m about to open and all the choices that have led me here, but very certain about one thing—about kissing this boy, now. This boy who’s no longer a stranger.

When our lips meet, a cool breeze rushes through the air and the candles flicker, as if in one massive, collective breath.

Or maybe it’s the rise of blood within me, excitement making me sway.

When we touch, this is exactly where I want to be. Even if where I am is the cursed subterranean temple built to trap the forgotten gods.

The kiss ends but Nick’s lips linger on mine for another moment, a ghost’s touch, and it’s as if there’s a thread connecting us, tying us to each other, and also to this place. Forever. This thread won’t break. I know it.

Nick hugs me, and I lean into him, cheek pressed to his chest, mesmerized by the sound of his heartbeat. He’s warm and he smells so good. It’d be easy to close my eyes and imagine we’re somewhere else, and not about to enter the darkest part of these catacombs. Maybe out on a date under a night sky, seeking comfort in closeness. But weirdly, even despite the location, I don’t want this moment to end. I want to preserve it in amber, forever perfect.

But it must end. We can’t stay here. We need to find Ellie and bring her back.

And as I remind myself of that, reality creeps in, slowly at first, then all at once.

This place is not on the same plane of reality as the university, the dorms, the world above. And yet impossibly it exists, a realm of its own, and we’re guests here. Eventually, we’ll be expelled. We need to move fast.

“Together?” Nick looks at the door, then at me.

I nod in agreement, and then our hands are reaching for the door once more, a synchronized movement.

Together we open the door to the sanctuary of this unholy temple.
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FORTY-NINE

What happens to gods past their expiration date?

Abandoned gods, rejected gods. Where do they go? Do they simply wither away, fading like smoke, turning into mist at sunrise? Or do they forever wander the earth, desperate for any morsel of worship they can muster from the mortals?

I have a feeling we’re about to find out.

Things have been moving at an odd pace over the last few days, stretching out and then flickering by, hours disappearing in between blinks. But a common motif of it all is the hum of the underground gods, never sleeping, always on the move.

Nick and I exchange a glance, more of a sensation in the dark. We both know we have no business being here. But we can’t leave.

We step into a small lobby, dark but for the thin rows of candles on the walls.

There are two more tunnel openings for us to choose from.

Voices are coming from the one to the right, and I swear I can recognize Ellie’s tone, though subdued and muffled.

I head for the right tunnel, Nick follows. The wire tied around my wrist becomes strained and pulls me back. Looks like I’m all out of Ariadne’s help. I think about Bee, alone in the dark, guarding the gates of this underworld, our fate in her hands.

I show the state of my wire to Nick and he looks back in alarm, tugging at his wire and finding it the same as mine, at its limit. We have no choice but to go on without the security of knowing our way back from this point on. Nick reaches for the wire tied around my wrist and releases it. I watch him as he joins it with his, then places both on the ground. He looks around, scanning the small space of the antechamber for something to secure our combined lifelines, but the ground here is completely smooth.

My gaze flies up to the lines of candles gracing the walls. My eyes grow tired and tear up the longer I look, noticing how despite the flames going strong, the candles don’t seem to be diminishing in size and there are no rivulets of melted wax running down the sides.

Undeterred, I pull at the nearest candle in its silver holder and wiggle it off the wall before I can talk myself out of disturbing this dark sanctuary. The candle holder gives. It weighs close to nothing, like it’s an illusion, not a physical object charmed to burn forever. I just need it to be real enough to keep our lifeline strings secure. I place the candle holder on the floor, trapping our joined wires with its weight. The flame flickers dramatically like it’s about to go off, but it persists. I didn’t realize I was holding my breath, but when the candle stabilizes I exhale in relief. Wouldn’t want to piss off whoever we’re about to meet behind door number two by blowing out their offerings.

We proceed toward the voices, led only by the diffused candlelight behind us.

What I see makes cold sweat bead my skin. A scene worthy of Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood symbolism—a stone altar, as big as a king-size bed, with Ellie splayed in repose, her head on the lap of a redheaded woman in a sprawling black gown that cascades all the way to the floor in harsh folds.

The woman is leaning over Ellie, unrestrained waves of hair concealing her face, but what I do see of her face is enough to trigger deep recognition as well as primordial fear. I don’t want her face to be revealed, and yet I know I’ll never be at rest if I don’t see it.

The woman’s hands have me worried. They are moving in a fashion I don’t understand, akin to playing a stringed instrument or weaving a pattern out of threads, but it’s Ellie’s chest those hands are bothering, fingers long and sharp—like those that reached for me from the well in my nightmares.

I hear Nick’s sharp intake of breath and it shocks me before I even see what’s caused his reaction.

The redhead has her claws sunk deep into Ellie’s chest, riffling inside it like it’s an open drawer. But where is the blood, the gore of the torn cavity? I see none of it in the uneven dark. But all the same, I can’t reconcile the relaxing quality of the ghoul’s meticulous ministrations with the reality of what’s going on.

The redheaded creature pauses its riffling, tensing in anticipation as it pulls a glowing string from Ellie’s chest. In the creature’s unholy claws, the string stretches, ethereal ambrosia making its way to the eager mouth hidden behind the veil of hair. I’m grateful to be spared the actual act of devouring, but I hear it. Lips smacking softly as the protuberance is consumed.

I start to gag but trap the sound between my lips, pushing it down.

Next to me, Nick’s tension is palpable in the air.

I focus on Ellie’s face in the dark, so peaceful, her eyes partly open, but I doubt she even knows where she is. Her pose is restful. She is stretched out on the stone altar, unmoving but for the rise and fall of her chest.

The glowing string from Ellie’s chest snaps, but the redhead is not sated. She goes in for more. It’s time to intervene, but my legs are numb, weakened by fear, and I can’t exactly coordinate our plan of attack with Nick; in the silence of this tomb, I worry even the sound of my breathing could tip off the creature. But I can’t let this monster devour another piece of Ellie’s soul, because that’s what those glowing sinews are, I suspect—whatever a soul is made of.

I step out from the fragile safety of the threshold and rush the stone altar, barely registering Nick’s attempt to slow me down. I hear his frustrated exhale, but he’s keeping next to me, not letting me out of his sight.

I slam the redheaded creature in the chest with both hands, sending her flying off the altar in a spectacular mess of swirling skirts and hair. A long bit of her matted hair slaps me across the face, and I gag again, the rotten smell lingering way beyond the contact.

But what’s a million times worse is that I see the creature’s face.

It’s like coming across a long-lost, long-dead friend.
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FIFTY

Julia Rogoff’s face stares at me from the emaciated visage of a being that clearly hasn’t been human for a long time. A couple of decades, to be precise.

Mom’s old professor, missing since 2002, sits up on the floor of this underground lair and raises her head. Her eyes meet mine. Having heard so much about her hasn’t prepared me for the reality of actually meeting her. Has she been here all along, the fallen conduit of Anima Devorantis, trapped in the dark, undergoing her unholy transformation? Preying on living, breathing girls?

Holding my breath, I go closer, approaching Ellie’s prostrate form on the altar.

But it’s Julia’s gaze that draws my attention—her eyes are open so wide, her lids have practically disappeared. I don’t think she has blinked the entire time. Her focus on me is unnerving.

I don’t expect her to actually open her mouth and speak, so when she does my breath catches, knocked out of me as if I’ve been dropped from an unimaginable height.

“Vera. You’re back. We both knew you couldn’t outrun fate,” she says, her voice the most awful thing, but also the most beautiful thing in this world and the next.

Not a woman’s voice, not a human voice, but that of a godlike being who speaks straight from its twisted, divine center.

“I’m not Vera,” I reply.

Nick is saying something, his tone grating against this misplaced sense of calm that is spreading through me, despite the terror. I can barely hear him, can barely feel the pull of his hand on mine—he wants us to leave, to run, but how can we? How can we leave the presence of a god before it is done with us, before we’re dismissed?

And then there’s Ellie, still calm and peaceful, still stretched out on her stone bed, breathing but not conscious. I fear looking directly at her chest, too terrified to find the signs of invasion by Julia’s clawed hands. But when I skim over it, nothing seems out of place. Her clothes are not even torn.

Ellie’s eyes are starting to flutter.

“Vera is my mom,” I’m compelled to say to the redheaded being crouching at my feet. She’s drowning in the messy spread of her dress, or maybe it’s her cultist robes. Either way, Julia’s clothing is filthy rags now. I guess one’s apotheosis is not without costs.

“Of course,” Julia whispers, sitting up taller, her head rotating like a skull on a stick, creaking, bones grinding.

I miss the moment when she gets up, but now she’s studying me from the advantage of her height, her eyes shifting between me and Nick.

“The children will always pay for the sins of their parents,” Julia says, her voice even less human now, like with every second more of her humanity slips away, shedding in layers, leaving something horrifying and unnatural in its stead. “It is the way it’s always been.”

“We’re just here for our friend,” Nick, who’s now standing next to me, says. At least one of us is still in control of his faculties. Mine are all foggy, flooded by this misplaced sensation of goodness, the false sense of being in control. Like the effects of Ludwig Eriksson’s enchanted wine, only this time I don’t recall consuming anything that could do this. It must be Julia’s presence alone, the vibe of obedience she spreads, demanding worship.

I can see it playing out in my head, the urge to drop to my knees, to pray to this newly minted god, to beg her for mercy. While above the surface, her influence might be felt like a touch of frost on a lovely autumn day, down here it is blasting in full power. And with every second I spend in these tunnels, it is becoming harder and harder for me to resist.

“But she came here willingly,” says Julia. “She wanted to give herself over to us. And once I take my share, my siblings, the Old Ones, will have their turn.”

She looks greedily at Ellie’s chest, still rising and falling.

The Old Ones? Julia’s siblings? I look up at her—has she gotten even taller in the past few seconds? Her head is nearly scraping against the tunnel’s ceiling.

“My brothers and sisters have been slumbering down here for an age,” Julia says, evidently having plucked the question straight from my thoughts. “But I’m the youngest, the newest addition.” The sound she makes is so close to a snort, almost human. But then I remember where we are, take in her giantess body, and snap out of whatever illusion I’m falling under.

“We’re taking Ellie with us,” I tell her, this wannabe goddess who hungers for the taste of my friend’s glowing soul. “Please.” I resist the instinct to squirm under Julia Rogoff’s withering glare.

She studies me, then Nick. “You can take her place. Either of you.”

I exchange a look with Nick, but it must’ve gotten darker in the tunnels or something is happening to my vision because I can barely discern Nick’s features. What little I see of him sends a wave of fear over me. He’s seriously considering Julia’s proposition.

He moves toward Julia, a determined look on his face.

“No!” The sound of my protest comes out subdued, all wrong and distorted.

I reach out and search blindly in the dark until I grab Nick’s hand. I squeeze and pull him back, nearly sending him into a fall.

“Addie!” he hisses, recovering his balance. “We have to make a choice. I’d rather you and Ellie get out of here before it’s too late.”

He points at the floor beneath my feet, but it takes me a moment to realize the ground is trembling. It’s like I’ve partially left my body, my senses dampened.

The ground shakes, breaking my trance.

“The Old Ones are waking up,” Julia informs us in a voice that’s no longer human.

I need to think, and I must be quick.

“You’re not taking her place,” I whisper to Nick, hoping Julia can’t hear me. “We’re all getting out of here.”

Nick pulls at my hand, desperate to get out, with or without Ellie, it seems. But I stand, unmovable.

What can I offer Julia that’s going to move her to release my friend? What do the underground gods trapped in darkness want?

They crave light but can’t stand the sun. They want to see and feel the world above, they want to smell it and taste it. Can I remind her of this? Can I offer her these experiences she must’ve been denied for years?

But Malena said one can’t become a conduit. One must be chosen by the gods.

But what if …

What if I’ve been chosen already?

Like my fate was sealed before I was even born, when I was only an outline of a human in my mother’s womb. After all, I could always feel the presence of the Buried Ones near me. In me. They have always been my unspeaking shadows, their needs and desires passing through my mind as dreams and visions. I could feel their presence behind my eyes, in the cold spot in my chest. They’ve always been with me.

I can’t become a conduit. Because I already am one.

I raise my eyes to Julia. All of a sudden, she doesn’t feel so intimidating. I wonder what’s going through her head, what it feels like to exist as whatever she is. Does she miss her past self, her humanity? For my own sake, I hope she does. Because if not, we’re all screwed.

“I will be your eyes,” I tell her, this young god who is likely the hungriest of her brethren, the one who remembers her humanity the most, and who misses the light of sun on her skin. “I’ll be your connection to the world above. I’ll let you experience it all through me. If you let my friend go, and if you swear to leave all of my friends alone.”

She stares at me, and there’s movement in her dead eyes, consideration.

I ignore Nick’s panicked whispers, his sounds of protest.

The tunnel is shaking all around us, dust and debris raining from above. The floor is unstable, but I stand my ground. Though I know time is running out on me, on all of us.

But I hold Julia’s gaze.

Her nod is barely perceptible, but there. She has accepted my offer, but was it an offer at all? Has she known all along what I was, what I always have been?

Before I can blink, Julia—or the being that once was Julia—reaches for me, her clawed hands glinting like knives in the dark.

She plunges her talons into my chest.

The pain bursts through me, excruciating, a drill invading unanesthetized flesh. The noise of the walls collapsing swallows my scream.

Julia doesn’t let go, and beyond this pain I’m starting to feel the connection building, a cool spot growing. She’s not taking a bit of me away, not like with Ellie or others before her, but she’s giving me something instead. A promise wrapped in darkness. A gift that’ll turn poisonous eventually, just like it did for her, this woman who used to be human but who liked the taste of power too much. And I get it, I do. Because with her talons sunk deep into my pliable chest, I can glimpse inside her head too—she yearns for the past, but she also hoards her power like a greedy dragon. Through this connection, I can sense the others too, the Buried Ones, the Old Ones, the divine parasites—whatever they are, they’re all connected, their thoughts in sync. But whereas the others are ancient and tired, Julia is brand-new, hungry and determined. And though Julia intends to keep her promise not to harm my friends, she’s not agreeing to do the same for everyone else, other students.

For as long as there are gods dwelling beneath the campus, this place is not safe.

“Until we meet again,” Julia says, her voice a ghost inside my head.

She lets go of me, the roughly severed connection pushing me away, across the cavernous room. Ellie is stirring, Nick is screaming for us to run. I slide down the stone wall, feeling every bit of its cold, rough texture. My chest feels like it’s been scooped out and filled with ice. I’m changing, some hidden mechanism inside me is coming alive.

But I’m still me. And if I want to stay that way and to stay alive, I need to start running.

The cave is vibrating all around us, and I fear it’s the other buried gods coming our way. I suspect Julia is a teddy bear compared to the ancient ones that dwell here, the Cthulhus of this place, the chthonic wonders.

Nick is helping Ellie off the stone altar. Julia is nowhere to be seen. There must be some other way out, or maybe she simply vanished into the earth beneath us or merged with the walls.

Nick and I lock eyes from across the room, Ellie is up but leaning on him for support. I hope she’s still mostly out of it, that she won’t remember what happened. It’s probably better that way. She can have a regular life after this, I hope. As for me, that’s a different story.

I join Nick, coming to support Ellie from the other side. Together we run as fast as we can away from this cursed sanctuary as it shudders and vibrates around us.
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FIFTY-ONE

Places keep the score.

They may change us, but we change them too.

It seems I have changed the subterranean tunnels beneath the Arches by entering into a bargain with a woman who is now a god.

As Nick and I make our getaway, Ellie wedged between us, I can’t resist looking back. I feel brave now, braver than I should, as if my pact with Julia made me invincible, marked me as safe from the Buried Ones.

In the candlelit room, Nick looks for our wires on the ground, while the vibrations hum inside me, as if originating in my hollow chest.

By some miracle, Nick manages to find our tied wires, still pressed to the ground by the now-extinguished candleholder. When Nick pulls at the wires, there’s resistance. Our eyes meet, we sag in relief. Bee is out there, holding the fort, our way back in their hands.

But as we exit the candlelit room, when I look back, things don’t immediately make sense. Instead of two tunnel openings, I see three.

It appears this subterranean place has created a new lair. And it’s the darkest one yet. No candles burning there, no offerings yet for this new god in the making. Whoever that might be.

The fragrance of Mom’s perfume spreads through the air, pulling at my heartstrings. I hear Nick’s voice calling my name, but my attention is hijacked by the changing view.

My mom stands in the narrow opening to the newly created tunnel, her hands raised as if inviting me for a hug. I take a step toward her, then another. When I ran into her in these tunnels earlier, she seemed real enough, if a bit lost, confused. She also seemed earnest, and though I was disturbed by seeing her here, I wasn’t scared of her.

Now, as I look at my mother who haunts the new tunnel entrance, I sense her wrongness. The darkness around her lone figure is writhing like some demonic halo. She calls to me, this mother, and the compulsion is pulling me in. My feet are moving, shuffling against the floor, kicking away the broken bones.

The space of the corridor shifts behind her, giving me a glimpse of the thing that hides behind my mother’s body, a puppeteer dressed to blend in with the surroundings, thrusting their puppet into the limelight.

Something’s wrong, I know this, but I can’t stop moving.

Nick’s hands are on my elbows, his touch blazing through me as he turns me around, fighting against the compulsion of the evil thing that is trying to lure me back into the dark.

He finds my eyes and holds my attention, and after a long, scary moment of watching his lips move silently, the sound flows back.

“What the hell, Addie? We need to run!”

I’m nodding, still fighting the lingering pull of the darkness behind me.

I let Nick drag me away, Ellie at his other side.

That new tunnel sang with menace and foreboding. Its origin and purpose will have to be a mystery for another day, but the thing in there that masqueraded as my mother left a vile aftertaste in my mind.

Wedging Ellie between us again, we slowly retrace our steps back in the dark, Bee’s intent on the other end of our wires driving us on.

When Bee’s familiar outline appears from the dark ahead, tears come, catching me off guard. As we come closer I see that Bee is crying too. Nick’s eyes are also glinting with tears.

“How did I get here?” Ellie asks.

She’s standing on her own now, but Nick sticks close by, ready to catch her if she wobbles.

I attempt to communicate to Nick without words that it’s best Ellie doesn’t remember what happened to her. Though I suspect her time underground won’t be without consequence. I can already see that lost look in her eyes, a precursor of staring off into space. Maybe her memories will return, maybe she’ll face Julia Rogoff in her nightmares, or maybe Ellie will become like my mom, only returning to these catacombs as a ghost wandering these tunnels before returning to her corporeal life aboveground.

As the four of us come together for an awkward group hug, I sense their hearts beating, louder than the vibrations that travel through me, pulse around me. I’ve never felt this close to anyone in my life.

“Where is Alister?” Nick asks as we separate but remain in a loose circle.

Malena’s voice comes from a distance, calling us to come above. A weak light shines down like a beacon, showing us the way back into Ludwig Eriksson’s abandoned apartment. But that has to wait.

Bee doesn’t respond immediately, the muscles of their face tense. She has only two rolls of wire in her hands. I avoid looking at Nick as I grow cold and shivery from within.

“He returned awhile back,” Bee says.

My tension eases, but something’s off about Bee’s tone. If Alister is back, why the uncertainty?

“He …” Bee starts to speak again but trails off, biting their lower lip. “He seemed different.”

“Is he in the apartment then?” Nick asks, hopeful but also concerned, as if Bee’s uncertainty is contagious.

“Let’s just go. Get out of here.” Bee drops the messy rolls of wire to the ground and walks toward the light from the hatch. We follow.

I’m the last one to leave the tunnels. As I grab on to the ladder, I feel as if gravity is shifting around me, and I’m being pulled back, into the dark. The scent of Mom’s perfume haunts my senses, and in a moment that burns as hot as a supernova’s death, I sense eyes on my back. I hear the scratch of claws against the walls. I can taste the Buried Ones’ anticipation.

Something inside me responds.

But I won’t turn around this time.

Helped up by Nick, I leave the tunnels at last. But when the hatch falls into place, its sound lacks finality. I know I’ll be back down there.

But for now, I can be myself. I can live.

And so can my friends.
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FIFTY-TWO

A lister comes out of the altar room, Julia’s former apartment.

When he sees us, the look on his face is a mix of relief and … disappointment? The expression only lasts a moment though. The Alister I know is back, good-natured, easy to like, for the most part. But a few seconds later I see something else brewing beneath the amicable surface. Whenever I register Alister’s eyes skimming over me, I feel a chill in the middle of my chest. I bet Nick can sense it too. Discreetly, he frowns in his brother’s direction, like he’s trying to figure something out, to solve a puzzle.

“What happened down there?” Malena asks, unaware of or choosing to ignore the weird vibe in the room.

The apartment is as we left it, still in disarray, but the evening has softened the angles, concealing the mess. Even though Eriksson’s only been gone for less than a day, the place feels abandoned, like it was evacuated during a nuclear meltdown, forever preserved in time. Has he really gone down to the tunnels or only made it look like he did? There was no sign of him down there, but I guess the tunnels go deeper and farther than I can even imagine, and we’ve only scratched the surface of them today.

We look between ourselves; no one is volunteering to speak first. Malena’s eyes go from face to face until her gaze lands on me, digging into me. Like the other day in the library, when she studied me with a little too much intensity, to the point of me wanting to squirm under her gaze. But I keep my cool. She can’t read my mind, can’t see inside me… .

I study them. Malena, Bee, Alister, Ellie, Nick … Everyone has a strange glow in the center of their chests, shining eerily through their clothes. I think of those bright sinews being pulled out of Ellie’s chest, only to disappear into Julia’s hungering mouth. But this time instead of gagging at the revolting memory, I feel this … need.

A need to be sated.

My fingers curl in on themselves, scraping against the sensitive skin of my inner palms.

The urge is fleeting and yet it lasts long enough to leave an impression. To leave me aware of this hunger growing inside my chest, right in the spot where the underground god’s talons pierced my soul as our covenant was being made.

Whatever is happening to me is likely what happened to Julia. And that new tunnel that formed as Nick, Ellie, and I were escaping … I still feel its tug on me, an invisible thread now connecting me to that place.

My future altar. Or my tomb.

“Have you seen Ludwig?” Malena asks, eyeing the hatch, her expression wary.

“He’s not coming back,” Alister says, looking down at his feet. “He’s given too much of himself over the years. He belongs with them now.”

Malena sucks in her breath, blood draining from her face as she takes a seat on the nearby couch. I was wrong then, Eriksson didn’t lie in his parting letter.

Only yesterday we were here, sitting at this very table, drinking Eriksson’s wine of compulsion and talking about our parents’ past and our future. It looks like our mentor is gone before he could truly bestow on us any real knowledge.

I avoid looking at Ellie but her face, defined by the blank look, keeps drawing my eye. I hope Julia will keep her promise. I hope the other buried gods will leave my friends alone too.

Hope is all I have.

Hope, and this hunger building in my chest.
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SIX MONTHS LATER

I’m back at the Arches for the start of my first semester.

With my memories of the orientation faded, it’s easy to pretend like I’m just another freshman, bright-eyed and eager. I don’t feel out of place in my own skin anymore, at least not as much as I used to. Whenever I talk to my parents these days, telling them stories about my idyllic university life as a freshman, I wonder if they can read between the lines, if my mother knows what I’m omitting.

Does she remember wandering in the dark?

Does she remember anything at all about Anima Devorantis and the gods they worshipped?

The gods we worship.

I’m part of it now, whether I want to be or not, because of the pact I’ve made.

Even though I have swapped the crypt of Mokosh for the bright modernity of Devana, I don’t get to forget and move on. Our experiences underground have forever tied us legacies together, and I sense that connection almost immediately when I return to campus.

Months ago, I climbed out of the subterranean tunnels changed, this unfamiliar hunger unfurling in my chest. I see the glow of everyone’s souls, but not everyone burns bright. Ellie’s fire is diminished, a missing protuberance having left an emptiness in its place. As for Alister … Something is off with his soul’s fire too, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. Whenever I look at him for too long, he meets my eyes and I don’t like the knowing smile he gives me.

Like recognizes like. Game recognizes game.

Olga looks at me differently now, polite but distant. I could feel her relief when it was time for me to move out of our shared room in Mokosh. A few days ago, I sought her out to gift her a box of Morochas and a pack of Doña Pepa, refilling the stash I had plundered when we lived together. But my offering of sweets was not enough to erase her concern. Maybe one day we’ll find our way back into the easy rapport of the early days we spent together, but for now our paths must part. But even if we’re no longer roommates, I’ll keep an eye on her, ensure she’s never in the path of a hungry god on a night when the moon is full. Though something tells me Olga Diaz is way too smart to be caught out like that.

About a week after I return to campus, I leave my single room in Devana and trace the length of the shared corridor until I find myself standing before another door, a familiar vibe behind it.

I don’t need to knock. The door opens, Bee peeking at me through the gap. We don’t exchange a word as we walk together to Ellie’s door. The Lanagan twins join us in no time. We’re dressed for outside, ready for the temperature drop of early September. Without conferring, we head for Mokosh, for the well, climbing in through the gap in the chain-link fence.

Malena is already here, a cooler on the ground by her feet. We exchange nods and get to work. She unlocks the chains that keep the well closed, Nick and Bee pushing the stone lid to the side.

I help Malena empty the cooler of meat that is just beginning to rot. I don’t look down into the dark as I give this flawed offering to the parasitic gods that dwell beneath, lest I make eye contact with one of them. I don’t need to be reminded of the pact I’ve made, the promise I gave. The hunger in my chest is easy to ignore, for now.

As the semester goes on, I do the work of tending to the buried gods while keeping up with my life. Nick asks me out. And though I was expecting him to, it does interesting things to my chest, and for once this trepidation has nothing to do with my connection to the gods beneath the earth.

We cherish the normalcy of going off campus and watching bad horror flicks at the movies, their plots playing out like paint-by-numbers, the final girl triumphing as she swings her bloodied axe one last time. The monster is defeated, and now the heroine can live her life as it was meant to be lived … until the monster rises again. And again, and again.

But monsters are not always what they seem. Some are not good or bad, they just are.

One day I will become the monster this place needs, to keep its other monsters in check. I will do my best to keep this place safe. I will be the scariest monster that’s ever walked these shadowed paths if that’s what it takes to protect others. Because the old ones, the Buried Ones, the forgotten gods, the godlike things that have always been with me and will always remain by my side, are still down there, still trapped in their subterranean prison.

And they’re always hungry.

For the most part they’re silent, but on those full moon nights their voices are so strong, they’re all I hear.

I dream of dark tunnels beneath the ground.
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