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nox college.
The premier institute for magic and the unknown,

otherwise referred to as the University of the Unseen.
Of the fourteen magic institutions in the world—four of

which were believed to have never existed in the !rst place—
Knox College was the best. Founded in 1800 by the disgraced
former dukes Francis and William Knox, the university had
endured 162 years of witch trials, accusations, and scandal; the
campus behind its harsh, brick walls being revealed to select
outsiders on only a few occasions, with no sign of that fact ever
changing.

It hosted an ever-growing list of the world’s !nest magic
scholars, and was one of the only colleges in the world to
continue to host the taxidermied visages of their familiars long
after they were gone—a feat formerly thought impossible—and
it was where I sat at that very moment, the daughter of a ‘nor‐
mal’, ‘unremarkable’ factory worker and a stay-at-home mother,
the !fth of twelve children, and the only one to show any
amount of magical prowess or possess a familiar; sitting
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amongst a crowd of people far richer than I’d ever be, with
family names that I could not even pronounce, much less
remember.

An oddity in handknitted socks and a hand-me-down dress
dyed purple to match the school colors, my lips bare and my
neck empty to match as all around me, the nation’s !nest sat
shimmering and glowing, just feet away from me and yet still
too far away to touch.

I was quiet as I sat at my table, my seat designated by a
number and none of my neighbors deigning to talk to me—
despite the fact that I really was conversational the moment
that you got to know me. But the eyes that "itted in my direc‐
tion and scanned me up and down did not matter; I was there,
after all. A !rst-generation college student attending her
doctorate at the !nest university in the world… or soon to be
attending, considering the fact that it was the orientation party,
and classes would start in a matter of weeks.

All around me, dark purple envelopes sat open, but mine
did not. All around me, people fell in and out of their chairs,
diving out onto the dance "oor, and yet I did not.

All around me, the world kept living, and yet I did not.
I did not know if it was because the moment that I opened

the envelope, I would receive my master and it all become real,
or because the headlines in the news were still lingering in the
back of my mind, and I was disturbed about how everyone
could just ignore the events that had happened at that very
campus just days prior, and the way that the major churches,
all nineteen of them, had denounced Knox.

Or maybe it was because of the way that my mother had
looked at me that morning, her hand around the necklace
blessed by Pieters Church decades ago and her lips constantly
moving in prayer, the woman having never stated her fear of
magic, but rather having implied it through action alone along
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with her frequent visits to the church. Even then, I could feel
the water once smeared across my forehead and hear the
priest’s ramblings, the Pieters Church believing magic to be a
curse birthed from greed alone, and the familiar an embodi‐
ment of the sins of envy and pride that would never disappear
—to bear one openly meaning that you had to have sinned so
greatly in a past life, that not even God himself could save you
from the devil.

It barely seemed true before then; before the events that
occurred at Knox College just two days prior. The ones that
had cost the famed psycheologist Dr. Jones his apprentice and
marked the last day for one to withdraw before they had to put
their blood on their contract, binding them to the promise to
attend.

And yet only the professors seemed to even humor the
thought of remembering those events on that night, despite the
fact that police sat on the pavilion just feet away from the great
Francis Hall and inspected the burgundy soaked pavement
beside Blackburn Library, working tirelessly to both avoid the
press and "nd the answer to the question; why?

“Why on earth would anyone do such a thing?” I muttered
for far from the "rst time that night as Nyx, my familiar, rubbed
against me, her patterns serving as their own Rorschach test as
the thick blobs of orange and brown contrasted with her
white fur.

She’d been trying to distract me all night, of course. Likely
out of pity, considering the fact that she had wanted to attend
the Sainsbury Irregular School for Girls in London, which had
a lovely bakery next to it. Nyx had never so much as humored
the notion of attending Knox College, likely because even
familiars knew that it was prestigious and the type of place that
you needed a name to even dream of attending; but she went
along with it once I was admitted.
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Likely because familiars were largely considered an exten‐
sion of one’s soul in most religious sects, but I digress—they had
their own personalities, and Nyx’s desires often felt separate
from mine. It was rare that we agreed on much of anything.

…And yet, at that moment, we were currently in agreement
on something.

Or rather someone.
The only break from my constant worrying, and the only

thing that could absorb my entire attention.
I had only just seen him that night, and to be honest, I

heard him "rst and then simply followed the murmuring and
lifting gazes of Knox College’s few newly promoted graduates.
Those who had attended as undergrads provided his name, and
I took note of it.

Rowan.
The man at the piano. The man with the unruly blonde

hair paired with long eyelashes and thin, captivating "ngers.
The man with dark irises near constantly hidden from view,
and a memory that must have been truly stupendous judging
by the way that he played with no sheet music at all, his "ngers
moving nimbly across the keys with such precision and skill one
would have almost thought that it was magic, He was talented
and limitlessly so, especially for one whispered to be a student
of the divine arts and nothing else; and yet he played.

He played and he captivated me, his music leading me
home to his features whenever I felt lost.

I knew nothing more of him other than his name, and yet I
wanted nothing more than to speak to him, to the point where,
when I realized why Nyx was so insistently brushing against
me, I immediately stood; rising at the same time as him and
forcing Nyx to slide from my lap as I did so, watching as Rowan
plucked out the last few notes in his song, withdrawing a wand
from his pocket before the piano slowly began to play itself.
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Nyx, of course, hissed in irritation, bending and twisting in
the air as she fell, her paws folding in and her head scrunching
back to shoot me an accusatory glare. But my gaze stayed on
Rowan. Even as the fur on Nyx lengthened and changed,
morphing from hair into feathers. A moment later, she was
pecking at my side, landing on my shoulder as a rather irate
robin instead of a housecat. No harm done.

To me at the very least. Nyx always hated changing.
“Shh,” I whispered to the harried robin as I lunged forward

and grabbed my unopened envelope, intent not to let this
moment pass me by. “If you cause too much of a fuss, then
people will look at us, and if people look at us, then people will
talk, and if people talk about us, then it is only natural for
people to want to talk to us,” I hissed into Nyx’s ear, using my
freehand to shield the robin from view as I hurriedly gathered
myself and kept my eyes on Rowan, noting the way that his
long, far too thin legs made for the doors to the balcony outside.
“He is going to be far too popular,” I swore under my breath as
I spoke to Nyx, but still I did not relent. This was my only
chance, I was the only one who had seen him, and the only one
who had realized that he had stopped playing.

If I let this moment pass me by, then I would never talk to
him. And if I never talked to him? Then I would never get to
tell him how beautiful his music was.

It was a stupid, small thing; but my father had taught me
that if something made you happy, if it inspired joy in you, or
gave you strong feelings— then it should be your goal to tell
someone.

Most art was !eeting, and life was short. It should have
always been one’s goal to tell someone if something they did
touched you… and perhaps, more than that, there was some‐
thing about him. Something that almost made me believe that
out of all of the people in the room, he could understand me.
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I didn’t know why; it may have been because people who
have everything have a way of existing that makes it certain you
know they want for nothing and no one. Whereas Rowan, in
just a few keystrokes, convinced me that he wanted for
anything and everything all at once.

Maybe I was projecting. Maybe it was because he was so
unworldly handsome. Maybe it was because his eyes rose to
mine and he saw me staring not once, not twice, but !ve times
over the course of the night, and he didn’t even "inch.

It didn’t matter. I just wanted to speak to him, to know him,
to have that one little moment before it all fell apart, because I
had this creeping notion that it would.

It would fall apart magni!cently.
But of course, the moment when everything needed to go

right, everything always had to go wrong.
Later I was convinced that, had I moved a little faster, had

Nyx stayed a little quieter, or had I opened the envelope earlier
that night; it would have changed the course of reality.

In a world of magic and mystery, that chance didn’t seem
far o#. But I could never be sure.

I would never know for certain if, in the seconds prior to me
stepping out into that cool night air, the envelope had said a
di#erent name, destined to change as someone else’s eyes
caught me unaware. I could never know if the card inside had
initially read the name of Dr. Lisandra Rhodes, my requested
professor, or someone else.

All I could know was that inside, people were very slowly
coming to the conclusion that not a single card held the name
of Dr. Quinn Avarelle, or Dr. John Jones—bitter rivals who sat
not only at the top of the academic hierarchy of Knox College,
but also at the top of the world’s most renown psycheological
researchers’ lists.

All I could know was that Rowan was alone on that night,
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his arms folded over the edge of the balcony and his eyes
trained towards the sky, his breath creeping from between his
lips in a trail of fog, and his whole manner seeming determined
to fade into the distance that night as all of the others partied
and laughed, unaware of whatever contents had awaited him
within the open envelope leisurely held between his !ngers.
All I could see was the light pink of his lips and the dull look in
his eyes, as well as the way that he seemed to sink into the
balcony, his shoulders collapsing in a moment of vulnerability.

It would be one of the only times I’d ever see him vulnera‐
ble, one of the only times I’d ever see him falter; and it took my
breath away. Everything about him took my breath away.

It was lucky that I didn’t believe in love at !rst sight, nor
any other romantic notions. Otherwise I would have been
heartbroken a few months later. It was lucky that I believed
that the world was full of opportunities, and that love was a
choice that one made; otherwise I would have wanted him.
Otherwise, I would have seen the night sky re#ected in his eyes
and the sadness and insecurity that crawled under his skin, and
I would have fallen right then.

But then again, maybe that would have been a kinder
reality.

Maybe falling in love with Rowan right then and letting
myself falter would have been easier. Maybe I would have been
happier. Maybe I would have been able to come to terms with it
when I released a sound that was a hint too loud and he turned
to face me, maybe I wouldn’t have heard my heartbeat in my
eardrums as I saw myself re#ected in his eyes, the softening of
his gaze making it almost impossible to speak, and leaving me, a
person who was actually well known to speak too much, inca‐
pable of any sound or thought.

Or maybe, despite it all, I just loved him right there and
then. Just for that one perfect second, the one in which the
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corner of his mouth lifted and he smiled at me, making me feel
like I belonged for the !rst time all night.

I didn’t know. I didn’t know anything at that moment. I
barely even knew my name. All I could do was say this; “You…
played beautifully,” and even then, the words were uneven and
unfamiliar on my tongue as I looked at him, barely processing
the familiar that sat on my shoulder, or the loyal black dog at his
feet that I assumed to be his. “I just wanted you to know that,” I
breathed, but that was not everything that I wanted. I wanted
to speak to him, I wanted to know him.

I wanted to be his friend and sit beside him not just that
night, but every night.

But unfortunately, little did I know, in the dark envelope
my !ngers held sat all the reasons that I could not, and in the
dark envelope dangling from his grasp, just over the edge of the
balcony, sat the reasons that we would never do such things.

But for that night, before midnight struck and I opened the
envelope, it almost seemed like there was a future. One for me
and him; the beautiful man at the piano, and the girl who had
watched him nearly the whole night long, only to track him
down to !ll the silence of the night, speaking to him with no
reply for hours on end.

But then I opened that envelope and everything fell apart.
By semester’s beginning, Rowan would not look me in the

eyes, nor could I so much as dream of re"ecting on that night,
not aloud and most certainly not to anyone—Because I opened
my envelope and it read Jones, and Rowan’s?

Rowan’s read Avarelle.


