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I.V.MARIE

you wouldnt scream and blow my cover. You know . . . given y'qu1

track recordl'

Wren gr:oaned in irritation. I[ vt as true that she had acquired

somewhat of a reputation for disrurbing the other students

in Pettyrvorth House. Vlultiple complaints had been sent to

Housemaster Marigold regarding her loud night terrors, which

often rvoke up the others and sent thenl running out of the dorm.

It was a flar,v... one even she could admit needed 6xing'

August leaned closer. "I trust I can iet go without you making

a scenei"

\\rren narrowed her eyes in warning and attempted to snap back

u'ith a string of obscenities, though her words were mufHed by his

hand. Either r"ay, the message was clear.

Don't yush it.

August smiled and dropped his hand, his body still leaning

precariously close. "No need for fighting words. I'm not here for a

brawl, darlingl'
"Then maybe next time you can knock, instead of slapping your

hand over my mouth like some deranged serial killeri'Wren spat

out, swarting him away. Her nightgown was thick enough that

she didnt feel embarrassed under August's reproachful gaze as she

stood up from the bed and made for the window.

She unlatched the hook and pushed it open, cool air wafting into

the room. The silver glow of Blackwood w'ashed over her in delicate

streams, dancing through the thick nighttime mist,It would be easy

to mistake the ethereal light for the glow of the moon, but Wren

knew better.

There was no moon in the night sky. No earth. No universe.

No world that she once knew-

None of those things existed in Blackwood,

Not really.

August leaned against the wooden bedpost, arms crossed and

face twisted into that perpetual srnirk of his. He wore his usual
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uniform: black trousers with a whiae b

rolled up over the muscles of his forearn

over his torso. A tiny scar marred fte ski

peculiar detail that had alwa,vs intrigual
brought herself to ask how he had gomen

\\ey rarely spoke about their old lives

be the one to stafl-

Despite their alimosiry, \&tren could ac

have found August amractive if rhe,v had r

He was convencionally haldsome, she s
jaw and unruly dark curls. Not to menrior

weaseling his way out of most siruario:

eyes and posh English lilt. Ma)'be fiet'
each other on vacation. She could see Au
on some beach, muscles slick wifr swea:

.lingng to his naturally tanned skit' as t
warrn rays of the sun.

Tbe sun.

God, she missed the sun.
"Like what you see{ August ritrcd hj

paint you a portrait if youd liki
Wren rolled her eyes."What do youu
"I'm about to go for a midnight suc

clasping his hands behind his back-

"And you thought Id be intercsrc

because/'
*Because 

. . I He slipped off tie silre

index finger and fl.icked it up in fre air likr

I have it on good authority t}rat a nes sr

Blackvood tonighti'
Wren's entire body reflexively r€Ds€d- I

was blu-ffrng seeing as August rvasnt .-,
rrustworthy person at Blaclopoo*l, tut it s
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It u,as a w'eli-known fact that the arrival of a new student was

a rale event, occurring only every few decades. Blackwood ran

like clockrvork; there were rarely deviations from this schedule.

The acaderny prided itself on order and balance, on maintaining

tradition. But a new student had already arrived less than a

year earlier, which meant that if August was telling the truth . . .

something in the schedule had changed.
"Ler's say I choose to believe youi' Wren said. "Whv the hell

would I voluntarily go with you to watch?"
"Oh, Loughtyl'August chuckled."You are the most infuriatingly

competitive person I've ever had the displeasure of meeting. Dont
acr Like I'ou re not constantly worrying in thar pretty head of yoursl'

''Thar's not truel'It was."Have you considered that maybe you're

pro-lectrng ).our own insecurities onto mei That you're the one whot
rvorried about another student being better at guiding than youi"

August's face lLll. "Guiding?"

She stiffened her shouiders-"Yes. That's what we do, is it noti"
"Nol' His expression hardened as he took a step fbrward, the

old r.vood creaking beneath the weight of his leather boots, "We

reap souls. We're not holding their hands and skipping olF into

rhe sunset rn,ith theml' He shook his head in disapproval. "Christ,

Loughty. I thcught 1'oucl know better by nor.ri'

"T}at's 1s1-" Wren sucked in a breath. She wasnt in the

mood to get into one of their regular debates. And truthfully, she

was curious. She couldnt help that inherently human part of her

that craved to know more. That desired a deeper understanding of
everything around hen

She wondered if that would fade-wben that would fade.

" Lo oki' she sighed*'All I'm saying is maybe we re both dorvnplaying

our own curiosit,v. That maybe we're both deeply invested in being

good at u,hat w"e do. In being the best- That maybe-"
"I get iti'August interjected, waving his hand in the air. "We're

both competirive arseholes. You've made your pointJ' Competitive
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arseboles. That was one way to Put ir \\'t
was a better way to describe their tumulnr,

she didnt bother correcting him.

Ever since Wren had died and fallen into

embedded himself into her existence like s

swollen splinter that could not be plu&ed,

ried. She wasnt certain why hed specific:

for the rest of eternity, though she tried no

unravelling the labyrinthian mind of Augu

Wren pushed past him and arnbled to
slipped on her usual blacktrench coat andgl

the tarnishedvanity mirror. Hed begun to

dre old leather-bound textbooks adorningl

6nger trailing over the dusry spines.

"How are you certiti.?"

He didnt look up at her."Certain of sb
-That another student has been se

discreetly slipping her favourite silver .'lrct

waistcoat."Itt a complete deviation from d

rhan a year since that newbie snlglsd-"
"Emilio," August said, finishing her &o
-Ihat doesnt answer my questionl

August paused and glanced over his sJ

difficult for you to trust me? This will be a

,rkirrg so many questionsi'

Wren knew that the responsif,ls thin:

x.ould be easy. She could send him off"

and pretend he'd never awoken her in &
E-as ffuly a new student entering Bla&ro
determined to know more.

"Finei'she sighed, gesturing toward dt
August smiled triumphandy. "Tha:'s u

his fingers and the door swung open-"Afre
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I.V.MARIE

Wren ignored the self-satisfied look on his face as she stepped

past him.
Orange iight illuminated the doorway, firelight dancing from

the dozens of iron sconces adorning the corridor. Deep-crimson

wallpaper lined the narrow hallway, the edges peeling and worn

with age, cur:ling up in frayed ribbons. Tiny filaments of greenery

had snaked their way around the crown molding like a spiderweb,

srretching up toward the ceiling-

Wren traced the wall with her hngertip as they walked."So .. .

did you prepare for Calligan's exam tomorrow morning?"

August raised his brows and peered at her curiously. "Loughty,

darhng, are you attempting to make small talk with mei"
"I'm not-" Wren staggered to a stop, an unrvelcome fush

creeping onto her neck,"You are the one who forced me out of bedl"

August leaned against the wall."Nobody forced youi'
"We[l, it's not like you gave me a lot of options."
"Christ . . l' He rubbed his face in exasperation. "Look. You can

sdll turn around. We're only a few feet away from your room, Last

thing I need is you making me seem like the bad guy for inviting

you somewherei'

A door creaked open to the left of them.
"Can you quiet downi" Maya Romero stood at the doorway, her

black pixie cut sticking up in disheveled spikes."I know the concept

of rest may be foreign to the two of you, but most of us are trying

to sleepi'

"Sorry, Mayal' Wren offered her an apologetic grin. "We're just

going for a walki'
"Past curfervi"

August stepped forward."Is that a problem?"

Maya instinctively flinched. "No. But . . . a group of Ascended

were seen out by the Main Yard. Sent at least a dozen students to

reforrnatoryi' She craned her neck forward and glanced around the

corridor nervously. "I really dont think the two of you should be

IMMORTAL CONSEQUENCES

pushing your luck right before the Decen-oi

Wren cursed under her breath. Of cours

about a new student arriving shed nearly 6r
ceremony would happen romorrow eveninl

it could ruin her chances at the nornination

Every ten years, the studenm of BLu

considered for the Decennial Festival- O

sflidents et the academy, only one would

carefulTy chosen with respect to their sL

school's Headmaster and its six Housemasr

then participate in four trials meant to tes

Truthfully, the trials were more of a formal

dre Decennial itself. Not a single nominee

Blackwood had ever failed the trials.

Though there was always the risk of bei

Once all four trials were comPl*e, r

awarded a choice: formally graduate as t
official Ascended, or venture into dre rrtL

dre Other Side, putting their soul to resc

Permanently.

The only problem was, nobody L"m
looked [ike,It was a gamble. A complete an

The answer forWren had always b€er al

free rein over their magic and released frr

duties, Ascended students were housed i

c:rmpus and tasked with the responsibiliqr r

run tfieir classes. And that was preciselywl

if she was chosen for the Decennial.

Shejust needed to find a way to rernove I
"We wont get caaght)'Wren promised-

Maya nodded, dismissingthem wifi ag

door, August scoffed and walked ahead wt
match his pace.
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"She should learn to mind her businessi'he muttered under his

breath-
"She s actuaLly pretty nicei ' Wren countered. "You've heard of the

word nice before, havent you?"
"Dont think so. Could you use it in a sentence?"

"Ha ha. Very funnyi'Wren rolled her eyes-"You know you ought

ro learn how to be a bit nicer. Some people are starting to believe

),ou're a walking corpse- Nothing but a broken soul with no feelings

and ernotionsl'

August smirked at her, though Wren swore she saw a ficker of
sonething resembling regtet Ilash in his gray eyes."No, my sweet

Lought,r'. If Id lost all feelings and emotions, then that would make

me a Demien. And though unlimited power does sound thrilling,
I'm afraid my humanity is still very much intactl'

For now.

Wren couid imagine August as a member of the Demien Order.

Shed imagined it countless times before.

Though the precise location of the Dernien Order was a m)/stery,

there were rumors that they existed somell,here just beyond the

ourskirts of Blackwood, hidden deep within the surrounding forest,

obscured by the crooked branches and rotten leaves. Demiens

worshipped a higher power, an unknow'n entity known only as the

Soulless One, who granted them the ability to strip themselves of
their humanity and access shadow magic.

Throughout history, a number of, Blackwood students had

chosen to venture outside the iron gates in search of the Demien

Order, prepared to sacrifice the little humanity they had left for an

eternal sollrce of power. But becoming a Demien lneant completely

relinquishing that human part of themselves. The part that stuck

around even after they ended up in Blackwood. The one that

1'earned for home. For connection.

It was said that the more shadow magic a Demien created, the

moi'e rheir soul u,ould change, rotting and decaying undl they were

IMMORTAL CONSEQUENCES

left more shadow than human. No moral com

guide their decisions. Shadows would corrod,

every inch of the person they used to be-

And once theyd been completely consur

going back.
"Oh, hush that brain of yoursl August

a corner. "I car, precticaTly hear the gears rur

no genuine intention ofjoining the Demien

!'ou uPi'
"fught. I m happy to hear you dont plan or

.rrlt. Do you want an award or somethingi h

"No needl'August grinned over his shoul,

dre arched wooden doors carved into de e

House*"Getting to see the look on your &cr

Decennial is the only award I needl
"We11, thatt awfully presumPtuous 6f yr

rage with an impassive smila "Chances a
nominated. Again.How many years has it ber

ar dre very least?" She raised her brows and

'Id be worried if I were youi'
"I still have plenry of time left," Augus

'Most sardents don t begin to exPerience Se
of years- You're not gettingrid of me yetJ

Wren shivered at the mention of dre in

sense of victory ether jab fadng.
Tbe Forgetting.

It was Blackrlrood's way of keeping ftsdf i

natural order. Once a student had been in I

of hundred years, they would slowly begin

of their previous life, a sign t-heir soul was r

irs next phase. Once a student had compler

were when they were alre, they were P€rr
Blackrsood and sent to the Edrer, where fr
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the rest of their existence. It'.s a]so why students were given rveekly

reaprng assignments , a\Nay to prepare for their eternal duty. As grim

as it mighr have seemed, it was simply the cycle of the afterlife, or

so the Housemasters insisted. There were roughly {ive hundred

students attending Blackwood Academy at any given time, and the

Forgetting \r,/as a way for the schooi to purge itself of a student and

rvelccme in a neu, one.

But it was also the reason everyone was desperate for the

nom1nat10n,

The Decennial was the only escape from their inevitable end.
''Have you l' Wren searched for the right words, breath

hitching in her throat.
"No," August replied, sornehow knowing what she r,vas trying to

ask."My rnemories are sdll intactl'
"That's a good thing . . . you know that, right?" Wren eyed him

rnarill,"I know memories can be painful, but they cant be worse

than iiving the rest ofyour existence reaping lost souls on an eternal

loopl'
A pained expression washed over Augustt features. For a tense

moment, Wren thought he rnight actually chip away at the wall

betrveen them, allowing her a glirnpse into his past.

But then he simply let out a throaty chuckle and said, "Well, we

wont have to worry about that, will we? Considering I'm the top

choice this Decenniall'
'And what makes you so certain?"

"The fact that Housemaster Marigold told me herself '

Wren clenched her fists as an anticipated wave of fury bubbled

in her chest."Really?"
"YepJ'August stepped closer."Does that bother youi"
"Not at alli'she replied, challenging him by edging even closer.

"Considering it isilt truel'
"You think I'm lyingi" August asked, more amused than offended.

"I knorv you arei'

IMMORTAL CONSEQUENCES

"I'd never lie to 1'ou, darling. You're sii--.:

\Mrerr groaned, l,rsing her patience.'.-:,:

to mean?"
"It means perhaps you're nor cLrn-i :

informationi'His gray eyes glimmered .''.:--

surprised at what a little mental push ctrr- :
Wren let out a breath of disbelief. \o: :

August smirked, triumphant."Oh, bu, -
"You can't use psyche magic on a HLI-'

'That's completely out of line!"
"Oh, it's not as dramatic as it sounds. I .

Just enough of a spark to get the inforr.::- --

"You meddled with her mind."

August arched a brow.'And since r'.':.

Blackwood rulesi I dont recall you bein: . --

used that cloaking enchantment to snea-k : -
"That's differentl'

Wren didnt need to explain herseli. .
lbund herself tossing and turning du:-:.=

Jreams of the life shdd left behind. \\-re,

:or eighteen years. The same amount or r..

she still hadnt been able to complereh- sr-::-

:har ached for the comfort of home. Ii s--.

:emember long summers walking aL..:,= :

:ucked between her toes. The crisp a;:-::-,

-eaves above her family's home in midci,:-.:

--undled next to the 6re listening ro E-: -=

.ookies.

Her mother, hair as red as her Lr\1.-:- -.,

.r-Lile lines etched into her skin fron'L ,.'e :--s

"How convenienti' August musei. :--
Bur maybe it's time you simpli'congra.*-=:

r.ominationl'He shoved his hands in:.- ---
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