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a vile, imperious energy

when the moment of truth arrives on a gorgeously grey and horrible morning, I haven’t even tried to sleep. Instead, I stand in the Fenlands that border Withersham Hall, mired in the worst of Preyburn’s weather.

Come autumn, the air around Withersham is at once cold and humid. It’s like wearing a damp, mildewy towel over your head. As if we weren’t spoiled enough already, we also have fog to contend with. It gathers thick as unspun cotton about my knees, too dense to see more than fifty paces in any direction. Fortunately, I’m not missing much.

A good seventy per cent of Preyburn is fens, and when you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all. They are vast, peaty wetlands rife with creatures both natural and eerian. The air buzzes with damselflies and midges and that dark, swampy funk that comes from stagnant water. It’s common to see apparitions in the fog, so when a flustered prefect comes tromping towards me, I ignore her. The more attention you pay the fog’s tricks, the more attention they pay you.

‘Hal, what are you doing out here?’ Only now do I look Miriam’s way. Thankfully, the fog’s apparitions don’t speak. ‘I’ve looked everywhere for you.’

With my Compendium of Glyphs open in one gloved hand, I wave the other towards the donations. They form a five-corpse star in the mud, heads together, feet angled out.

‘Practising,’ I say, voice muffled by the graver’s mask. To protect me from death’s stench, it boasts a large, unhandsome nose stuffed with pungent herbs: Balverian lavender and menthol.

Mine isn’t the only face hidden. The donations wear shrouds of decorated cloth to preserve their dignity, secured with string about the neck so they don’t flutter off in the wind.

‘The day of admissions?’ Miriam says, incredulous.

‘I couldn’t sleep.’

I unholster the graphium from my belt. Its nib glows with sorcerous heat, the brilliant orange of hot iron in a forge. Graphia hold no ink. Where I press mine to the dead bloat of a donation’s belly, it hisses like pork loin searing in a pan. Each glyph-stroke I draw is a curve of branded flesh.

Glyphs must be inscribed into corpse-flesh, and this is the most effective way we’ve found. Our Lady used to do something similar with her own fingernails, which were famously long and sharp enough to rend femurs.

With each inscribed glyph, I get closer to completing the epitaph that will break down the donations’ bodies, reforming bone and sinew into something new: an effigy under my control.

‘The abettors are here,’ says Miriam.

I stop dead. ‘Since when?’

‘Since first bell. Limbridge is trying to stall them with pastries and chitchat, but… well, you’ll see why she’s had trouble soon enough.’

I lift my mask to see Miriam better. The lenses in the graver’s mask lend everything a greyish tint, but now her cheeks turn pink with fret. All that time we waited to hear back, agonizing over whether the abettors would come, and now they’ve been here since first bell.

After a full night’s catastrophizing, I’m strangely numb to this slice of bad news. Instead of hyperventilating, bursting into tears, or any number of sensible reactions, I holster my graphium. I have to get back to the dorms and change into my spiring garb.

When Miriam starts marching to the school, I follow, abandoning the donations to the fen. I don’t do this lightly, especially after the effort it took to procure them. Gravers around here spend half their time hunting for the most pristine bodies, many of which are past usefulness with blunted skulls, shattered legs, and punctured lungs. Infestations by pulpmoth larvae are just as common. You’re not a real graver until you’ve spent an afternoon scrubbing viscera from your boots. The donations we receive here at Withersham are better than the calibre in Crippleditch, but not by much.

A new figure appears in the fog. Miriam slogs straight past him like she doesn’t see him looming over us like a monolith. Malice gleams in his abyssal eyes, which is no less than I’d expect. I’m about to humble him in the training hall, after all.

*   *   *

When we find Limbridge, her eyes are bloodshot behind her lenses. Even more telling, homebrewed scotch sweats from every pore. Just the thought of a whisky hangover in this weather makes me feel ill, but my mentor’s voice is full of forced good humour.

‘You’re all set. Fabulous.’

Her bleary gaze falls on the spiring attire I’ve changed into. Officially, Withersham doesn’t teach spiring, so officially it has no spiring attire. What I wear now is a recent design by Limbridge and the headmistress, using our frankly tragic school colours. A spiring jacket is always stiff, waist-length, and high-collared, but rarely seen in dour grey with kelp-green accents. If the vest, breeches, gloves, and boots were ever meant to be white, they promptly soured to the colour of old milk.

‘Have the others…?’ I trail off when she starts nodding.

‘Gone already.’ A grim expression takes her corvine features. My classmates’ auditions evidently failed to impress. ‘We need you now, I’m afraid.’

My spiring mask hangs from my fingers, staring emptily at the mould-speckled walls. The mask looks like marble, but it’s made of petrified grave pulp – thin as paper, harder than steel – with openings for the eyes and nostrils. Its perfect, glazed surface is meant to echo the face of Oldrac. He varies from one depiction to the next, but every artist agrees upon the deep-set eyes, square jaw, and smug, swollen mouth. Of course, wherever there is Oldrac, there is filigree. It’s present on every edge of my mask, obscene and gold and gloating.

‘I’m ready.’

Limbridge presses her lips together, pats me on the shoulder, and shoves a sheath into my right hand. Inside the cold, smooth metal is a two-handed longsword – my spire.

‘Remember,’ Limbridge tells me, ‘no matter the airs they put on, these are just the provost’s underlings.’

We walk the desolate void that is Withersham’s post-term halls, where even Limbridge’s croakiest of voices sounds loud, without interference. School without the full cohort has been a real treat. As the last cohort on the abettors’ list, we six candidates had to remain with only each other and the sullen groundskeepers for company.

In all fairness to the groundskeepers, it can’t be easy trying to keep Withersham Hall from her spirited descent into ruin. Our school is an avid collector of dust and mould. She stands marooned amid a vast, rust-coloured ocean of fen-pocked countryside. On a clear day, that’s all you should hope to see from any window. On every other, the milky green fog, like an ill-mannered guest, settles in overnight and won’t leave. Her carpets are threadbare, her floorboards spongy in places, her walls stained with humidity and rot. A hot, ripe summer has left her reeling, sticks of pale yellow wax stooping sideways in her candelabras.

It’s eerie, being at school when all the schooling has stopped. Without life to busy her halls, Withersham is revealed for what she is: decomposing.

‘You should have seen the looks on their faces when I insisted they trial some other pupils first,’ Limbridge says. ‘They were stupefied with outrage. But we mustn’t let them intimidate us.’

A wild thing to say. When you govern one of the Commonwealth’s regnant colleges, and therefore the realm itself, you’ve a right to intimidate through your underlings and anything that represents you.

‘Two lordly little shites is what they are. Barely past graduation, neither one too shy to let us know how lucky we are they made it out to us at all.’ Limbridge sighs. ‘If you get into St Penderghast’s, I hope you’ll be a bit more gracious about it.’

If. If I even get offered the chance to enter admissions. We all know the abettors agreed to come out to Withersham only because they couldn’t not trial a Faulton. Were Alastair anywhere else, they would have replied to Limbridge’s appeal the same way they had done every previous year: with silence.

We stalk a series of windowless halls, each one gloomier and fustier than the last. The sconces are twitchy, spitting light at the high ceilings and strangely narrow walls. Where one hall crosses another, we find my competition.

Alastair – an utterly pedestrian Faulton scion descended from Oldrac himself – meets us with one hand holding his own spire and mask, the other buried in his pocket. His face is impassive, as if abettors turn up to see what he’s made of every other day.

Like all scions, Alastair is less a person than a painstaking, centuries-long curation of his bloodline’s traits of choice. From the tips of his dark gold hair to the toes of his anti-stab boots, he looks primed and hideously expensive. Even after five years of boarding here, he still manages to clash with everything around him.

His attire makes mine look like a cheap party costume with loose stitching. Where his is perfectly tailored, mine is badly cut. The Faulton sigil – Oldrac’s sibylline eye beneath a Choir Knot, supported by two spires – sits on emphatic display over his left pectoral. The same patch on my jacket lies bare.

Limbridge rewards Miriam with a single, weary nod. ‘Alastair – come.’

Miriam inclines her head as I pass her. ‘May Our Lady sustain you.’

‘Thanks, Miri,’ I say.

Alastair locks into step beside me. He takes one look at my purple-shadowed, pink-rimmed eyes and, in his chasmically deep voice, says, ‘Nervous?’ There’s no smirk on his face, but I feel like he’s hiding one.

‘And why should I be nervous?’

‘You shouldn’t. I’ve no interest in dragging this out.’

‘Oh, how gracious of you,’ I say beneath my breath and, hopefully, Limbridge’s hearing.

Alastair scoffs. ‘Fine – hostility it is. You can’t say I haven’t tried to be civil.’

‘You haven’t tried to be civil, you cream-faced little tart. You’ve tried to be condescending and succeeded magnificently.’

He opens his mouth again, but Limbridge beats him to it. ‘Downed gods, you two, don’t start! Today is not the day.’

True to form, Alastair’s feeble interest disappears as suddenly as it came. On his loveliest day, he could give lessons to blocks of wood on how to be rigid and humourless. He defaults to charmless brooding, and we go the rest of the way in silence.

When we reach the training hall’s heavy elm double doors, Limbridge stops dead in front of them. Instead of pushing through, she stands there with her back to us. At first, I think she’s going to throw up, but then she speaks. Her voice is quiet and even. ‘Do you remember what you both promised me?’

Limbridge facing the doors is a good thing. One look at my expression would tell her I’ve no clue what I promised. I go mute with panic, like I’ve stumbled into a surprise exam.

Then Alastair says, ‘A good clean fight,’ with all the deep feeling of a Zsietian machine responding to input.

Limbridge says, ‘Exactly right,’ before I can argue how unlikely that is, both that I would have promised it and that it will happen.

She inhales sharply through her nostrils, seizes the janky door handles, and leans hard enough to swing the elm forward. Damp, cramped gloom gives way to the grey, amorphous light haemorrhaging through the training hall’s lancet windows as we follow our preceptor.

Between a distant fan vault ceiling and a naked stone floor lies a cavernous space. It wasn’t made for spiring, but it’ll do. My eyes adjust to the new light, picking out two unfamiliar figures, one male, one female. They stand in starched splendour on the makeshift judges’ platform, so wildly out of place that they could only be the provost’s abettors.

While every graving pupil, including myself, must have short hair as part of our uniform, this lady’s gone one step further, flaunting a fully shaven head. Her partner, a man, has gone for an intriguing choice of hat: tall, conical, and brimless. Both sport the exquisite tailoring and richly embroidered fabrics of St Penderghast’s alumni, and twin moods of gilt-edged impatience. Brocade creeps from the hems of grand, shin-skimming capes like the growth of a stately, golden vine. The overstated collars and forceful shoulder lines give the attitude of graving commanders, offset by the heeled shoes.

More than that, there is something classical and dreamlike about them. It’s as if they’ve been ripped from an old fable, flung into the real and present day. It’s how Alastair looked when he first arrived from Glimwick. How he still manages to look.

As Limbridge hurries towards them across the vast room, her worn brogues echo on the stone. ‘I am sorry to keep you waiting,’ she gushes, sweeping Alastair and me forward like so much dust. Her face, when she glances back at us, has hoisted up a smile. ‘May I present Withersham Hall’s final candidates: Alastair Bartholomew Faulton, and Hal.’

I slide a reproachful look Limbridge’s way, which she luckily misses. The abettors probably think I’m only in the room because Alastair can’t duel with himself, that I’m little more than a sentient practice dummy for him to demonstrate his moves on.

They look less than impressed. They look as though they’ve never had the sensation of being impressed in all their twenty-something years of living. Although neither deigns to speak, one of them does gesture curtly to the floor. The message is clear: Get on with it.

Limbridge takes this in stride, clapping her hands together. ‘Places!’ she says, heading for the steps beneath the platform.

Alastair and I cross to the centre of the training hall floor, a rectangle with rounded corners and gallery seating along each length. There’s no audience today but the abettors and our preceptor. If this were a proper spiring school, today we’d be fighting eerians, wild creatures made and driven by the Eternal Spite of Our Lady.

The Spite is a fundamental concept of Our Lady made manifest, much researched and little understood. It’s primarily known for fashioning eerians out of corpses and pulp, although its influence is far greater than that. Its power can be channelled, allowing gravers to create effigies. Thanks to pioneering research by a certain Master Graver, the Spite is now understood to be the closest power we have to a deity, with the ability to take physical form. Since the day Our Lady returned to the firmaments, there’s been no entity in the world more powerful, nor longer lasting.

Regrettably, Withersham doesn’t have the facilities to hold eerians. Even if we could have hunted one down, subdued it without killing it, dragged it in from the fen… where and how would we have kept it?

Thanks to Alastair, the abettors have made a concession. We’ll be allowed to demonstrate our spiring prowess on each other.

Alastair and I exchange a look. I know what’s needed now. This is my chance to charm the abettors with a show of fellowship – of oneness. They like that sort of thing in Glimwick. I could offer to shake his hand, or give him a friendly pat on the shoulder. Instead, I glare straight into his hollow black eyes with all the threat I can invoke.

I won’t lie. Alastair does intimidate, not only due to the history of his lineage but from the sure flow of muscles beneath his exorbitant clothes, his precise cut-glass accent, and his height. He’s always looking down on me, literally and figuratively. And then, of course, there’s the weapon itself.

Both our swords meet the basic description of a spire. Both are longswords, the crossguards between hilt and blade S-shaped, the blades double-edged and tapered. Both are styled after the spires atop Glimwickian cathedrals, designed to draw lightning in a thunderstorm. Pommels crown the hilts as finials crown the buildings, while the blades’ fortes – the section below the crossguard – come lined with crockets like fine, gapped fangs.

I don’t read menace in Alastair’s gaze, only a grim sort of pity. I’m not worthy of pre-game menace. I don’t have a legacy to threaten his.

With a look, I tell him how all that’s going to change. I’ll show him, and the rest of the cohort too.

We turn and take our paces.

If this were a just world we live in, I’d already know who’s going to win. It would be the person who deserves it, who’s worked the hardest for it, and to whom it would mean the most. For me, earning a place at St Penderghast’s means the chance to study under the greatest graver of our age. I’m not exaggerating. First Graving Master Mortritis has more accolades than I could comfortably fit in my room.

Alastair, as far as I can tell, has no such aspirations, nor does he admire anyone more than himself. He simply radiates a vile, imperious energy. He’ll attend St Penderghast’s because it’s what Faultons do. And if by some strange slap of luck he doesn’t get in, he’ll wind up in another, marginally less prestigious college, like St Caladyne’s. No doubt there’ll be a few stern chats at the next family gathering, but any long-term effect to his career? Doubtful.

We’re in place by the time Limbridge reaches a safe distance beneath the judges’ platform and the stone-faced abettors. We don our masks. My hands tremor slightly as I fasten the clasp at the back of my head. Alastair, inscrutable at the best of times, now looks utterly inhuman and pitiless for it. He does some lazy flourishes, disturbing glimmers of dust motes with his blade.

Facing each other does mean we won’t have to demonstrate the full, consummate power of a spirer. Just like the architectural spires they’re patterned after, combative spires attract lightning – a violet charge about the blade called Oldrac’s Acclaim, or, if you’re a Glim, Our Lord’s Acclaim. If you’re going to play the Hallowed Game, it’s a necessity.

I’ve never achieved Acclaim, and likely never will. It’s a gift Oldrac bestows upon those aligned with the Radiant Principles, a bit of positive reinforcement for his disciples. Pulp-made creatures – namely, eerians and effigies – are weak to it, and without it spires aren’t nearly so effective. Apart from atrophers, Acclaim is the only thing that can disrupt the active glyphs that hold these creatures together.

I’m not entirely sure what effect Acclaim would have against another spirer, but thankfully I won’t find out today. The abettors haven’t asked to see it, which means I still have a chance of winning this.

With every thump of my heart, want throbs in my gut. I burn at the thought of Alastair taking my place at St Penderghast’s.

Limbridge says, ‘When you’re ready, you may beg—’ and doesn’t even get the sentence out before Alastair kicks off with a flying lunge, like an arrow shot from its bow.
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another stupid mistake

inevitable is the word I’d use to describe a duel against Alastair. His strikes are inevitable. My ability to evade them is not. Even though I’m ready for him, even though I know what he’s about to do before he does it, there’s only so much I can do to compensate for that kind of speed.

In case I had any misconceptions about how this duel would go, Alastair’s burning black eyes are little more than a spire’s length from mine before I can even take a breath. The blade doesn’t catch me – not this soon into the duel; wouldn’t that be humiliating? – but he strikes the ground beside me with an ugly strength that might have cleaved me in half.

The thing is, the world isn’t just in the sense of cosmic fairness where everyone gets what they deserve. Hard work absolutely can, and often will, amount to nothing. But my only alternative is to give up, taking my chances from slight to naught.

There’s a chance I can beat Alastair. There’s a chance I get to try for admissions to St Penderghast’s. Beyond that, there’s a chance I’m awarded a place there, and Mortritis takes me on as her proxy, and I create a new effigy that opens up an entire nebula of possibilities for the Commonwealth’s military.

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Grind Alastair into the dirt now. Revolutionize the field later.

I recover as best I can, which is to say, without grace or style. Perhaps to show the abettors he’s a decent sport, Alastair gives me the few moments I need to regain my form. I could never afford that kind of charity, and his giving it to me is an insult. The millisecond I’ve regained my balance, he vaults forward, giving me just enough time to block with my forearm before he opens it up.

A stupid mistake.

I want to say that I grunt with pain like a big, butch hero. In reality, it’s more of a cry.

I only get any space at all because he so generously gifts it to me, because he steps off to admire his handiwork, eyes glinting like dark marbles in a fire. Thanks to the charge in my blood, I barely feel what he’s done, but I see.

Bright crimson weeps from the slash in the arm of my jacket, in the scaling and skin beneath. I’m no fainter, but seeing your own blood is a shock to the senses, a foul omen.

This is no way to look in front of the abettors.

Shoving his next strike aside with my spire, I force myself to focus. Fights with Oldrac’s pure-fleshed brats must be ended as quickly as possible. Their strength is too brutal, too relentless. It’s a stamina I can’t hope to match; the attempt brings the taste of copper to my mouth after a while.

I parry again, but clumsily, and when I retaliate Alastair swats my blade aside as if it were a bug.

Sweat veins my forehead. I’m heaving for breath when he comes at me again, point angled towards my core, towards my vitals—

I’m realizing, as I just barely evade him, that my concentration is fading in the face of this onslaught, my momentum spent already.

I’m bleeding quite a lot, actually.

Which means, for all my efforts, I still can’t hold a candle to him. If I don’t do something now, I’m going to lose this. I’m going to lose St Penderghast’s.

I do the only thing I can think of. I get a decent grip on his collar and yank him in for a kiss. Except, instead of kissing him, I tuck my chin so his nose meets the thickest, boniest part of my masked skull. It is, frankly, gorgeous technique.

That does the trick. Maybe not the most heroic way to fight, but you can’t argue with results – the crack in Alastair’s mask, his off-kilter nose spewing thick runnels of blood, the satisfying ‘Mmmpff!’ sound he makes as he stumbles backwards.

Just like that, I like my chances better.

I go with him, robbing him of even a moment’s recovery, taking advantage of his shock. And he is shocked, the whites of his eyes gleaming. Oldrac’s broken face slips from his own, exposing a battered nose. Pain tells him to protect it, offering me a free shot at his middle. I take it.

I’m too close to use my spire, but my gloved fist must connect with his liver, because the impact almost floors him.

My heart leaps so high, I have to stop myself from laughing. I’m winning. Actually winning! Alastair’s buckling like a rickety chair, right in front of me, right in front of Limbridge and the abettors, and all of a sudden everything’s within my grasp – admissions, my place at St Penderghast’s, Mortritis, my legacy.

Almost.

I want the punch to drop him so much that I believe it will – another stupid mistake. In my moment of celebration, he recovers, because of course he does. He always bloody recovers. He bounces back on one foot, getting the distance he needs to swing the blade up one-handed, so fast and so close he couldn’t possibly miss.

I neither dodge nor parry. The flat of his blade smacks into my ribs, clouting the breath from me, and in that instant he drops me.

The next thing I know, Alastair’s towering over me, his cheeks pink, his hair a mess, his body rigid and seething. All semblance of composure gone. This morning, picturing such emotion on his face would’ve been a struggle. Blood slides over his lips and teeth and chin, thick and dark like chocolate.

I realize my spire’s loose in my grip in the same moment that he boots it away. It shrieks across the stone, well out of reach.

I have the horrifying thought that for the past two years we’ve trained together, he’s just been going through the motions. Now, for the first time, I have the full force of his attention.

I see Alastair winding up and realize what he’s going to do.

From my place on the ground, I say, ‘Wait! You can’t!’ and curl in on myself like a human woodlouse, because he can and will.

Limbridge’s voice bounds off the walls like thunder roiling in clouds. ‘Alastair, don’t you dare!’

Alastair, showing impressive restraint, stops after one well-angled boot to the ribs.

Or at least, I only feel one before the world goes dark.
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the necessary arrangements

i awake to find myself slumped in a high-backed armchair. Along with a dull, rising panic, the sting in my arm brings me round a little faster. So does the ache in my ribs. Every laboured breath squeezes my lungs like a fist.

I try to lift my head, but the movement requires too much effort. I sense, or think I sense, someone else in the room with me. Someone who watches as I begin to stir.

Even this tiny motion makes me dry-heave, and it’s no wonder. In the last day, the only things to touch my stomach have been a bowl of watery porridge and my own blood. The world turns and turns.

My eyes close…

When they open again, the world isn’t turning anymore. Painfully lucid now, I roll straining eyes to the figure in the chair next to mine. It’s the victor, both nostrils crusted with red, split lip swelling, and a broken, blood-streaked mask in his lap.

I take a moment to savour this look on him; it gives his face some much-needed character. Sadly, it won’t last long. Scions are like roaches, damn near impossible to break.

‘Feeling better, are we?’ he says. If anything, he looks embittered by his win.

We’re in a parlour I’ve never seen before, some refuge for the preceptors. The velvet furnishings reek of stale smoke from their pine-tar cigarettes, and crystal decanters of amber whisky huddle together on a side table as if for warmth. There are windows, but the light struggling through their dusty panes does little to lift the umbrage.

I grimace at the roses of blood over my ribs and forearm. Gingerly, I reach under jacket and vest to inspect the damage. All I find is broken scaling, bruised skin, and crusted blood that flakes off at my touch – reminding me that I, too, am a roach. Brief wounds are a sure sign of Oldrac’s litter.

I don’t know if it’s the lack of sleep, the pain, or the fact that I was soundly thrashed in front of St Penderghast’s abettors, but I feel a choke rising. This only brings new misery. My gullet feels as if I’ve spent the last full bell gulping down handfuls of glass.

‘I—’

I cough up blood with my words, spattering the chest of my already ruined jacket before I can even think to do anything about it.

Alastair looks at me as if I’ve just urinated in the nearest porcelain vase. ‘Had you not headbutted me in the face, you utter villain, I might even feel sorry for you.’

If I wasn’t in so much pain, I’d have some clever riposte. As it is, I just sit there, scuffed and beaten, while Alastair spins an armillary ring on his index finger. If not for his compulsive fidgeting, I could’ve been fooled into thinking he was relaxed.

Any moment now, Limbridge is going to come barrelling through that door to give us both a legendary tongue-lashing – and it won’t end there. Next, she’ll go barrelling into her office to dash off letters to our parents. My mother’s reply will make Lim-bridge seem cheery by comparison. How will I face her when she finds out I’ve failed?

I take this moment to drink in just how completely screwed I am.

Then, to complete my misery, I start to cry. Not out loud, obviously, but my eyes sting badly enough that I rub them.

Alastair looks bewildered. ‘You’re not crying?’

‘Shut up,’ I try to say. My tongue feels like a scabby creature living in my mouth and doesn’t shape the words properly, but for a saintly moment Alastair does as I ask.

Then he says, more quietly, ‘I shouldn’t have kicked you. That was bad form.’

‘I don’t care about that.’

‘Clearly.’

‘I care about St Penderghast’s.’

‘There are other colleges that will take you, I’m sure.’

My stomach twists, threatening to upchuck blood and porridge all over the balding carpet. ‘Of course you wouldn’t get it. You’ve been guaranteed a place since your parents negotiated the terms of their engagement.’

‘Do you honestly imagine they’d admit me without skill, purely because of my family?’

‘I was going to study under Preceptor Mortritis,’ I say, my voice small and miserable.

Alastair stops turning his ring and looks at me with total attention.

‘I was going to be her proxy.’

There’s a pause. Alastair uses a knuckle to scrub at the crust of blood round his nostrils.

‘She’s already retained her son for that position,’ he says.

‘People can change their minds.’

‘You’re deluded.’

I start to sit up but stop when the pain shoots from a plaintive wail to a high-pitched scream. ‘And you’re a vacuous cad who puts too much product in his hair.’

Alastair instinctively pushes his fingers through it, saying, ‘Mortritis isn’t people. She’s a St Penderghastian preceptor – not the sort to make decisions lightly, and certainly not the sort to renounce them.’ There’s no malice in his words; these are cold, hard statements of fact. ‘You can’t believe she’ll take a stranger over her own flesh.’

‘Even if her own flesh were to have a nasty accident?’ I say, mostly joking.

Alastair gives a little shake of his head and says, ‘You don’t have it in you.’ As if it might be a sensible option otherwise. ‘What is your fascination with Mortritis, anyway?’

‘What’s my fascination with the greatest graver of our age?’

Mortritis practically conceived modern graving, not least through her research on the Eternal Spite. Before her seminal paper ‘Characterisation and Structure of the Eternal Spite: emergent behavioural phenomena in the Blood of Preyburn’, people thought it was as mindless as the wind, but no. Centuries after Our Lady was snatched from us, it continues to forge eerians with intent, cunning, and strategy.

There are experts in the industry who are uncomfortable with this theory. They argue that any of the Spite’s human characteristics were instated by Our Lady, making it no more conscious than a programmed machine. They’re wrong, obviously – mindless forces do not create avatars of themselves or seek to communicate. Alastair, of course, will understand none of this, much less appreciate it.

‘Who wouldn’t jump at the chance to learn from her?’ I say. ‘Except those who take their chances for granted, of course.’

‘Pinning all your hopes and dreams on a woman you’ve never even met…’ Alastair lets out a short, ugly laugh. ‘You set yourself up for a fall long before our duel.’

‘How comforting. Thank you.’

‘Better hard truths than comforting lies.’

The door swings open, hinges screeching, and in stalks Limbridge. She takes one baleful look at each of us before backtracking, though she doesn’t go far; moments later she re-enters with the abettors in tow. The pair of them glide into the room on a cloud of expensive cologne that conspires with the stale, smoky air to worsen my headache.

From this vantage, they seem almost too big for the room, as if the behatted abettor might have to swerve the pendulous circlet of lights overhead. But this is a St Penderghastian trick, borne of dramatic apparel and impeccable cheekbones. I hadn’t thought I’d see them again, but it’s hard to focus on my alarm through the stress of my own nausea.

Limbridge barks, ‘Up! Now!’ with such ferocity that Alastair tuts and drags himself up to full height. I don’t move, and Limbridge’s glare could incinerate. ‘Both of you!’

‘My rib’s broken,’ I say, sounding every bit as pitiful as I feel.

Limbridge isn’t moved a jot. I’ve broken a cardinal rule, more important than my rib: I’ve discredited the school with shameful tactics in full view of the abettors. Shameful tactics are perfectly fine – desired, even – but only when you aren’t seen to use them.

‘Get. Up.’

The shaven-headed abettor smooths a bejewelled hand over her scalp, saying, ‘It’s quite all right, Preceptor.’ Her accent sounds just like Alastair’s – big, broad vowels and extra consonants. It’s something like mine, too, though filtered through a relaxed jaw and rounded lips. ‘No need to injure your pupil further on our account.’

I suppose I should be grateful for the reprieve, but I’m too busy feeling sorry for myself.

Limbridge’s voice, in harsh contrast to the abettor’s, is full of desperate assurances. ‘Forgive her, Your Learnedness. She’s not nearly so frail as she appears.’

Once the abettors are done with staring at Alastair, while he in turn stares impassively at the far wall, they come over to stare at me. The intensity of their twin gazes, their irises yellow as yolk, makes me self-conscious – so much so that I can’t find it in me to stare back, instead finding solace in the carpet’s patterns.

Since Alastair’s the one Glim I’ve met before today, yellow eyes are something I’ve only read about. It means the bearer inherited Oldrac’s gift of prophecy. The closer they are to a person, the more accurately they view their future. If that person’s present actions correlate to what the abettors wish to foresee, even better. It’s a handy trick in an abettor’s line of work – and, indeed, every other – and it makes me squirm to think these people might know exactly what’s in store by looking at me – might being the operative word here. Pulp was designed to stifle every Oldracian gift, including foresight.

‘Her fragility does not concern me,’ says the behatted abettor, ‘so much as the unsporting behaviour.’

I sink a little lower in my seat, cheeks heating.

‘Not just the girl,’ says the other. ‘Scruples were lacking on both sides. I expect better from a Faulton.’

Her partner nods, giving up on me to face Limbridge. ‘Oneness,’ he says, ‘is vitally important to St Penderghast’s.’

I had wondered how long it would take that word to crop up. Oldrac believed his separation from Our Lady was a fundamental wrong. Oneness was his rationale for a centuries-long battle to reunite with her, and it’s been the Glims’ rationale for many daft ideas since, hosting gravers and spirers side by side at every regnant college being just one of them.

‘Dirty schemes and wanton practices have no place in our institution,’ the abettor continues.

Limbridge hovers fretfully in their orbit. ‘Oh, but I couldn’t agree more.’

‘And if what we saw today are the sort of tactics we’re to expect from Withersham Hall pupils…’

‘The match you saw was far from typical. The oneness in With-ersham’s cohort is profound.’ Limbridge just keeps stuffing every pause with as many nonsense words as she can. ‘But you know how it is – where there’s talent, there’s ego, and ego makes them competitive.’

The shaven-headed abettor sighs. ‘And where unwieldy ego accompanies reasonable talent, Her Sagacity’s instructions are clear.’

It takes me a moment to remember that Her Sagacity is the correct way to address a provost.

Her partner says, ‘You must know today’s provost would never admit two pupils who couldn’t put their differences aside and collaborate.’

‘Oh, but they could!’ says Limbridge. ‘Of course they could. Friendly rivalry is all it is. They think nothing of their duels; they forget any pain taken or inflicted as soon as it’s—’

‘If you don’t mind,’ says the behatted abettor in tones of will you please shut up?, ‘I’d like to hear that from your pupils.’

The abettors’ gazes fall back on Alastair and me.

I squint up at them. ‘Hear what from me, sorry?’

‘Are you willing to put your differences aside,’ he says, ‘and collaborate?’

Limbridge hisses, ‘Are you prepared to work together for the sake of admissions?’

Alastair rubs at his breastbone, agitated. ‘Meaning what?’

‘Bluntly, we would not consider any of the surprise pupils foisted upon us today.’ The behatted abettor flicks a pointed glance at Limbridge, who pretends to look chastened. She’d do it all over again in a heartbeat. ‘What we would offer, if you were willing, is a chance at admissions in an accord with each other.’

My stare is blank, so they keep going.

‘An accord is a professional or, in this case, academic partnership between two people.’

‘A successful accord,’ says the shaven-headed abettor, ‘will prove you are aligned with St Penderghast’s principles.’

‘The Radiant Principles, taken directly from Oldrac’s teachings.’

They explain this as if I might be ignorant of such things. As if I hadn’t been forced to read and report on the Choir’s insipid drivel since my first year at Withersham. We may not follow the Principles here, but we learn the theory inside out.

‘We understand Preys have… exclusive ways of thinking,’ the shaven-headed abettor goes on. ‘But in Glimwick, accords are held in high regard. They are a sign of oneness.’

Glims believe that, as Our Lady brought the Eternal Spite to our world, so Oldrac brought compassion. They reckon it’s an invisible but powerful force that’s lingered long after their departure, one that works towards the oneness of everyone and everything in existence. The issue I have with this concept is that the Eternal Spite’s vestigial power is easily seen in the eerians. If Oldrac’s compassion has any power here still, its effects must be subtle indeed. The Choir will argue about the essential goodness in humanity, but you won’t see much of that in Preyburn.

‘Right,’ I say. ‘But what does it mean in practice, please?’

‘It means you would be competing to share a single place at the college,’ says the shaven-headed abettor.

‘Either you both get in, or neither of you do,’ says her behatted colleague.

I choke a little, my ribs complaining with the force of it. When I glance at Alastair, he doesn’t look back; he’s too busy glaring at the carpet. He’s lapsed into one of the stubborn silences for which he’s known, cementing his image as a handsome brick with zero charm. It’ll take more than a prompting look to bait him out.

Naturally, my gut instinct is to tell them I’d sooner be disembowelled with a broken bottle than work with Alastair – but what will that get me? Some entertaining looks and a single moment of smug satisfaction, closely followed by despair.

The offer’s far from ideal, but compared to what it was a minute ago – abject disgrace and rejection – I feel things could be looking up.

Behind and between the abettors’ fine clothes, Limbridge makes wide, staring, say-yes-you-risible-fool eyes at me.

‘I’m willing,’ I say slowly, turning again to Alastair.

He seems reluctant to look at anyone, and for a moment I wonder if he could be so vicious as to say no. Alastair is, after all, a Withersham pupil. Turning down their offer for the pleasure of my pain? I wouldn’t put it past him. I wouldn’t put it past me.

His silence has a severe, almost physical pressure. But then, through a tight jaw, he says, ‘As am I.’

To say Limbridge looks relieved would be an understatement.

The abettors lock eyes with each other, and the behatted one says, ‘There is one more issue to address.’ He turns to me. ‘Naturally, no spirer would be foolish enough to attempt St Penderghast’s admissions without Our Lord’s Acclaim.’

I keep my face completely straight. They know. They absolutely know.

‘And naturally,’ says the shaven-headed abettor, flicking her gaze to Limbridge, ‘no preceptor would dare waste our time by putting them forward.’

Despite having spent most of this morning doing exactly that, Limbridge laughs. The sound is quite unnatural. ‘Well, of course—’

‘We trust,’ the behatted abettor cuts in with almost painful enunciation, ‘that we will see Acclaim on Halen’s blade in the arena.’

‘Naturally,’ Limbridge and I say together. And why not? I won’t make it to the arena. The moment I get to St Penderghast’s, I’m switching to the graving conspectus.

‘Then the matter is settled,’ says the shaven-headed abettor. ‘We’ll have the roster changed accordingly.’

‘The admissions process starts in five days’ time. Please make the necessary arrangements,’ the other tells Limbridge.

‘Thank you, Your Learnedness. I cannot tell you how thrilled I am – how thrilled everyone will be.’

Neither abettor seems to have an opinion on this. They simply sweep from the room, capes flaring in theatrical fashion as they leave all three of us speechless.
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the big picture

alastair and I reconvene in Limbridge’s office that afternoon. Ordinarily, having to see his leaden face more than once in a day would poison my mood, but right now nothing can.

I’m going to St Penderghast’s admissions! I’m going to meet Mortritis! And when she accepts me, I’ll start on her conspectus in two months. The future’s never looked so bright.

We’ve scrubbed the blood off and changed into our uniforms. For me, that means a knee-length, heavy linen skirt over woollen tights, relatively inoffensive blouse and jumper, and disgusting, trout-brown loafers. Arguably, the skirt looks no worse for the ink stains from my fountain pen. The jumper is lichen grey, with Withersham Hall’s sigil embroidered on the left breast – upper left, a graphium; upper right, a fen heron, Preyburn’s national animal before we were lashed into the Commonwealth; lower right, The Compendium of Glyphs; lower left, three pulpmoths, chosen to evoke ‘the spirit of sacrifice and service’.

Alastair gets to look infinitely less prim, as all Withersham boys do, in pleated trousers, dress shirt, and blazer. Nobody ever tells him off for undoing his top button or rolling up his sleeves, but if I turn up to class with so much as a penny-sized hole in my tights, that’s an instant demerit.

Though we might be forced to wear the uniform, nobody’s going to bother with demerits outside of term time. Even if they did, I wouldn’t care, because St Penderghast’s.

Limbridge sits behind a mahogany desk with her head in her hand. Framed by damp-blistered wallpaper and shelves of crusty, umber tomes, she’s found herself a pair of dark glasses and a snifter of whisky, neat. She meets our entrance with the grim determination of a woman beginning an endurance test. If she spares even a scrap of pity when I limp in with my mending rib, she hides it masterfully.

‘Hal, stop that. You leave in two days’ time, and so help me, I will see you off prepared,’ she says. Pine smoke fills the air like a eulogy, the hand curled around the snifter also pinching a cigarette. She sucks on it drearily as we approach, looking as though she’d rather be anywhere else.

‘Smoking, Preceptor?’ I say, waving off ribbons of acrid grey. Together with the mouldy-paper funk, it’s nauseating.

Limbridge glances at the cigarette in surprise, as if someone stuck it there without her noticing. But then her eyes dull and she says, ‘Yes, Hal, smoking. But you’re quite right. Not good for my star athletes.’ From a desk drawer, she pulls out a glass ramekin overflowing with stubs and adds her latest.

I take one of two fiddle-backed chairs facing the desk. Alastair takes the other.

‘First things first,’ Limbridge says. ‘What to expect from the admissions process. Once the abettors have fed back to Penders’ preceptors—’

‘Are the preceptors really going to take their word for it?’ I ask. ‘Shouldn’t they see what we can do for themselves?’

‘Hal.’ Limbridge’s face is a stiff mask of patience. ‘Preceptors are exceptionally busy people. They don’t have time for a grand tour of every school in the Commonwealth. What they do have is lots of lovely resources so they can pay minions to do that for them.’

Alastair flicks a glance at me. ‘So eager. And here I thought you’d be scared to go again.’

‘The only thing that scares me is how drowning a Faulton in a mud puddle might look on my report card.’

‘Another fantasy. If you’d bested me even once, maybe your clumsy attempts to—’

‘Would you like me to leave the room so the two of you can be alone?’ Limbridge takes a throat-incinerating swig of whisky without so much as an eyebrow twitch. ‘No? In that case, I speak, you shut up and listen.’

We absolutely do. Limbridge has a wonderfully long fuse but a diabolical temper. In her fragile state, it’s not wise to push.

‘Once you arrive at Penders, you will be introduced to the preceptor whose patronage you’re bidding for. Then you will be tested against the other admissions pupils. The results will decide who gets a place and who’s cut…’

Limbridge trails off. She holds herself very still for a long while, and as she raises a fist to her mouth, I wonder if we’ll see her throw up this time.

‘Can I get you a vase, Preceptor?’ Alastair says.

Limbridge waves a hand – no. She takes a deep, quivering breath and stabs a button on her tarnished desk fan. As it shudders to life, she lifts her voice over its rattling and ruffling sheets of paper.

‘There will be trials spread across ten days, culminating in a final exam where the preceptors make their selection. No more than five pupils will receive patronage from each preceptor.’

‘Meaning,’ I say, ‘the preceptors choose who passes? Not the provost?’

‘Nothing happens in St Penderghast’s without Her Sagacity’s say-so, dear. But what sort of provost would force unwanted pupils on her staff? She’d have some very bitter people on her hands, and she already has her fill of enemies.’

Alastair lets out a grim chuckle, making me feel as though I’ve been left out of some private joke.

‘Does she?’ I say, glancing between them.

‘I’d suggest doing your research,’ Limbridge says. ‘She’s something of a controversial figure. Now, the preceptors sponsor your acceptance to the institution and, in so doing, stake their reputation on your ability. Your successes will be their successes; your disappointments, their disappointments. This system of patronage forces them to think long and hard about which pupils to support. Which means…’

‘We have to impress them,’ I say.

‘Precisely. This year, only Edusa and Mortritis are open to new pupils. Alastair, Edusa’s your natural fit. He’ll want to see strong physical constitution, combat strategy, and artistic flair.’ Said in the same tones as insufferable theatrics. ‘Hal, I understand you have designs on Mortritis…’

I give a forceful nod.

Alastair says, ‘To put it lightly. She’s made Mortritis the store for all her hopes and dreams.’

‘Yes, well,’ Limbridge says ruefully, ‘as it happens, you will be bidding for the same preceptor.’

I bristle. ‘What? Share Mortritis with—?’

Alastair tuts. ‘Be serious. We bid for Edusa.’

‘I’m not bidding for Edusa, you fen-sucked eel.’

‘You already have.’

I glare at him.

‘Really, Kilchoir,’ he drawls. ‘You can’t be this oblivious.’

‘What are you prattling on about now?’

Limbridge groans loudly, pushing her glasses up on her head so she can massage her temples. ‘Volume.’

‘Think about it,’ Alastair rumbles on. ‘Why would the abettors present you to Mortritis when they’ve only seen you spire?’

‘That’s just to get through the door of the admissions process. I’ll change to the graving conspectus once I arrive. Limbridge, tell him.’ When Limbridge doesn’t immediately jump to my defence, nor even feebly crawl towards it, I level my hardest stare at her. ‘Limbridge. You said—’

‘I know, I know.’ She sighs. ‘Hal, what you have to understand is that Alastair was our most likely to succeed. He had to spire with someone, and I couldn’t very well put him up against a graver, could I?’

I take this in like a knee to the gut.

‘I am a graver.’

‘A graver without Oldrac’s traits, then. Spiring is out of the question for everyone else at this school. We would’ve had a murder on our hands. Graver or not, your body heals quickly. Equally, you wouldn’t be allowed to give two auditions.’

‘So you lied to me?’

‘All right, yes. I lied to you. Happy?’

‘Happiness isn’t even in the same constellation as what I feel right now. Alastair’s already guaranteed a place, and still you risked my chances to better his – and you won’t even pretend to be sorry about it! With the greatest respect, that is utter pig shit.’

Maybe I won’t become Mortritis’s proxy. Maybe I’ll become an abettor instead, and I’ll come strutting back here in ridiculously fine clothes to snub Limbridge and cackle at her tears year after year.

‘Everything to suit Alastair bloody Faulton! Playing to his strengths, making him look good, ignoring the fact that my talents lie elsewhere!’

‘Hal, you’re shouting,’ Limbridge says.

I lower my voice to a hiss. ‘I’m a soldier, not a ruddy gladiator.’

‘You have the capacity to learn, especially in Edusa’s redoubtable hands.’

‘And Alastair doesn’t? If he’s such a genius, why didn’t you tell him to hit the books?’

Limbridge draws in breath as if gathering the very last relics of her patience.

‘It’s not a case of genius, you imbecile. Mortritis needs pupils deeply read in the branches of science, occult and common, relating to effigies. Alastair – how much do you know about glyphs, effigies, the processes of death and decay, et cetera?’

‘Very little.’

‘You see? Even if he spent every bell reading until you leave, he still wouldn’t know what you know.’

A little thrill goes through me when she says this, but then I remember it’s a point against my argument.

‘Obviously it’s too late now,’ I grit out. ‘But he had two years to learn, same as me.’

‘Ignoring the fact that Alastair would never have consented to such a deal—’

‘Nor would he have been duped into it,’ Alastair puts in.

‘—the abettors would have baulked at a Faulton graving.’

‘And a Kilchoir spiring?’ I say. ‘That isn’t baulk-worthy?’

Gravers take Kilchoir for their last name. It means ‘with the Choir’s blessing’, a sign of our pledge to live by the Choir’s religious doctrine. Our family’s middle name – Foulblood – used to be our last name. Now it’s just a way to identify us from all the other Kilchoirs.

Limbridge says, ‘Your heritage yields some degree of pliability.’

Exasperated, I glare up at the ceiling, where someone went to the trouble of painting a map of the Commonwealth. Like everything in Withersham Hall, it’s discoloured and peeling, with a lavish water bruise swelling across Preyburn. Glimwick is less damaged, so I can still read the names of the five regnant colleges that mark its regional capitals.

There’s only one that matters to me. Some five hundred shanks away from Withersham, St Penderghast’s lies in the city of Balver, the proud, cold capital of southern Glimwick and neighbour to the Champion’s Roost Mountains.

‘What good is pliability if it just means shaping myself to suit pouting wastrels?’

The pouting wastrel in question sits with his arms crossed and his eyes closed as if the sound of my voice pains him. Limbridge simply looks baffled.

‘Evidently the good is that you might just pass admissions,’ she says. ‘Which would you prefer? To gain acceptance by Edusa, or no acceptance at all?’

‘I will be accepted,’ I say through locked teeth, ‘by Mortritis. I’ve been following her for years.’

‘Steady, Kilchoir,’ Alastair says. ‘There are laws against that sort of thing.’

‘Shut up, you invertebrate. Limbridge, the whole point of going to St Penderghast’s is so I can develop as a graver. I want to make monsters, not slay them!’

‘Tumbled gods,’ she mutters. Then, more loudly: ‘You aren’t looking at the big picture. Once you have St Penderghastian credentials, the world will be yours for the reaping. Five to seven years under Edusa and—’

‘Five to seven years?!’

‘—you’ll have the connections, the wealth, the clout to develop whatever you damn well please.’

Admittedly, this piques my interest. ‘Oh, yes?’

‘Acceptance into the school is the least Edusa’s patronage brings. He’s insensibly rich and extraordinarily well connected. Both will be leveraged to slingshot his victors to stardom.’

‘The victors also take a share in his riches,’ Alastair says. ‘To start, Edusa finances them from his own bottomless coffers – not out of generosity, you understand; it’s an investment. Once the victors are established in the spiring circuit, he’ll easily recoup his losses through their ticket sales, interviews, gifts, sponsorships, appearances, and so on.’

‘You see?’ Limbridge cocks an eyebrow at me. ‘All that, and you’ll be a bloody good combatant of the Hallowed Game too.’

As much as I like the sound of bottomless coffers, there’s a larger issue we’ve yet to address.

‘Why are we even having this conversation?’ I say. ‘Your mad scheme was doomed to fail the moment they put us in an accord!’

‘Such fatalism,’ Limbridge replies. ‘Your accord is a snag in my mad scheme, nothing more.’

I glare at her, incredulous. ‘Like the abettors said, to compete for the spiring conspectus without Acclaim would be lunacy. It’s the only effective weapon against eerians. I’d need to have some sort of humiliation kink to enter the arena without—’

‘You can achieve Acclaim,’ Limbridge says. ‘In fact, it’s now imperative that you do.’

I scoff. ‘Be serious.’

‘She’s right,’ Alastair says, and for a moment I’m too shocked to glare at him. Only for a moment.

‘In what world would Oldrac ever bless me?’

‘One where you align with the Radiant Principles – honour, compassion, prudence, courage, honesty, loyalty, faith, and above all, oneness.’

I blink. ‘Have you met me?’

‘You have it in you, even if it’s only to win.’

‘If I act honourably only in order to win, how is that honourable?’

‘The Principles forgive our thoughts. Everyone has foul thoughts. It’s human to wish bad things for those who have wronged us. We aren’t judged until we act upon them.’

There’s a knock on the door, prompting Limbridge to groan. ‘Come in.’

In comes Prefect Miriam with a tray bearing bitterest coffee, a doorstop sandwich, and what could be two massive blood clots. These are in fact eggs, hard boiled and pickled in beetroot vinegar. Miriam bypasses our chairs to shimmy the tray in between the stacks of humidity-wrinkled paper on Limbridge’s desk. ‘How’s your head, Preceptor?’

‘I’ve never had any complaints,’ Limbridge replies, but wearily, as if exhausted by her own joke.

She tips what’s left of her libations into the mug and takes a delicate sip. Personally, just the thought of caffeine on a hangover gives me acid reflux, but Limbridge’s stomach is made of sterner stuff.

Miriam turns to Alastair and me with her hands on her hips. ‘So,’ she says. ‘St Penderghast’s, eh? Congratulations, both.’

‘Thank you, Miriam,’ Alastair says, pinking her cheeks.

I like Miri well enough, but she does lose points for turning up to watch Alastair train in her free time, and for insisting his Glim accent with its swollen vowels is sexy. That alone makes me want to take her by the shoulders and shake sense into her.

‘No, Miriam,’ says Limbridge. ‘Their trials are just beginning. When they’ve got through admissions without shaming the institution, that’s when you congratulate.’

Miriam bows her head a little. ‘Did you still want to go through those reports?’

‘Oh, nothing would give me more pleasure.’ Limbridge slips her glasses back onto her nose. ‘Right. I think that’s enough bashing my head against a brick wall for one day. Out, both of you. Get packing. And while you’re at it, see if some form of truce isn’t entirely beyond you.’
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a false impression

the next morning, I have to leave the dorms. It’s pulp collection day. Besides that, the air’s been pressing in all week, thick and stale as the crypt, and my only company has been the radio. All it talks about is war.

‘Under the charge of Commander Nettlefold, Commonwealth ground forces invaded the north-western coast of Zsieti this morning, bringing Prey troops and a legion of effigies into the heart of the Zsietian Ascendancy…’

The resulting claustrophobia makes me desperate to get out.

Before I leave, I drag the locker from underneath my bed and work the combination lock. A backlog of pulp physicks lie entombed within, their polished pewter flasks collecting dust. The Choir’s sigil, the Choir Knot, is etched onto each one. It’s a circular pattern of astral motifs, all interwoven, no beginning or end, to represent the oneness of all things.

When I unscrew a flask, a familiar grey smell crawls into my nostrils, wadding at the back of my throat. I sip the foul sludge and it coats the inside of my mouth, sticking to tongue and teeth like chocolate.

The backlash is immediate. My stomach lurches as if insulted by Our Lady’s gift, and I spend the next minute retching out of the window. I used to down physicks like milk tea, but they’ve stopped agreeing with me.

The obvious solution would be not to drink it, and if only it were that simple. Grave pulp contains the lingering essence of Our Lady, the Eternal Spite, in concentrated form. Every day I go without, I draw farther away from her favour and power. I’ve tried to force a little down whenever I can, but lately even that’s become impossible.

Even if I currently have enough pulp squirreled away in my locker to fuel an entire regiment for a week, I still have to collect my allowance from the Choir. Otherwise, everyone will know I’m not taking it anymore. When it comes to finding reasons to torment and scorn me, the cohort’s well versed. No need to give them more ammunition.

On my way out, I stop by the mailbox. Sure enough, there’s an envelope bearing my name in Mother’s trembling but determined hand. Some days, her illness is so severe that she struggles to hold a pen, yet here my letter is.

I slice open the envelope with my thumbnail and unfold its contents. Limbridge telephoned my parents to say I’d be going to admissions instead of back to their house in Crippleditch. Underscoring her gift for lies by omission, they’ve assumed I’m going there to grave.

Mother’s words leave me queasy. It isn’t just Withersham’s confines that have been gnawing at me; it’s the question of whether I leave for St Penderghast’s tomorrow. If I do, it’ll only be a matter of time before my parents realize I’m there to spire. They don’t know I have Oldracian traits. I only discovered it myself two years ago, when I broke my arm and it healed in a matter of days. I spent some weeks bluffing with a sling before the nurse ratted me out to Limbridge.

My mentor, with undisguised joy, blackmailed me into spiring lessons. Either I began training with Alastair or the whole school would learn I’m some Glim’s bastard. My parents are both laypeople, and Mother’s illness means there’s little chance I was secretly adopted. Thus, the identity of my natural father is a mystery.

I’ve never asked about it for two reasons. Firstly, a love affair with a Glim would stir ridicule in Crippleditch. Secondly, it’d mortify Father to realize Mother had been unfaithful. She has no idea I’m not her husband’s natural daughter, and that would mortify her too.

I fold the letter into my coat pocket and set out. The fog’s no lighter as I inch through the disfigured wrought-iron gates that mark the edge of school grounds. Later still, I step onto the Fenway, the treacherous wooden walkway that connects Withersham to Burymeadow. Wide enough for a single motorcar and perilously sunken in places, it’s the only way across the fen unless you plan to swim. From each stepped-on slat, silky sludge wells up like blood from a mortal wound.

The Fenway usually takes ten minutes or so to walk, but I’m still sore from the duel, and all the sorer for having lost. But despite moving with the speed of a slug climbing a mound of salt, I do eventually reach Burymeadow. All the streetlamps have been left on due to fog.

Burymeadow businesses are lovely outside of term time, utterly desolate. The pubs are dark and silent – no drunken songs, no scotch-bellied booze-hounds staggering out into the streets, stinking of tar and sweat and liquor, pissing against walls and rattling each other in the alleys. Today, leaving Withersham for Burymeadow is like escaping a prison cell, only to realize an apocalypse has wiped everyone out. A lavishly peaceful dream.

I wind my way through the grotty, haphazard lanes until I find the coffee house. My clothes are damp by the time I push through the door, finding it empty but for the teller. I buy coffee and a wodge of candle cake to go, leaving immediately for Old Burymeadow Chapel at the town’s fulcrum. It stands apart for being so well kept, its lawn freshly cut and its windows still secured on their hinges. A murder of crows take wing as I pass its lopsided gates.

Inside the chapel door, the citrusy wood polish of the pews undercuts the floury odour of dust. I expect a long queue to collect my pulp allowance, and the day fails to surprise me. The pastoress must be fetching more physicks from the back, because she’s nowhere in sight and the chapel’s filled with huffy, unimpressed silence.

I join the tail end of some thirty people and distract myself with goodies. The cake is fresh, bready sweetness, the beeswax cream only a little sweaty, and the coffee more an afterthought to cold, sugary milk – exactly how I like it.

Then I turn to see cold, lightless eyes staring out of a bleakly symmetrical face. Alastair looks clammy. Mizzle dews his forehead, throat, and jaw, and glistens on the dark wool of his coat. My expression says he’s as welcome as the pox, but he joins me in the queue anyway.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ he says.

‘Well done.’

‘Save your snide remarks for someone who cares.’

‘So I have to suffer your thinking but you won’t take my snide remarks? Hardly seems fair.’

Peering around the man in front, I see there’s still no pastoress. The queue won’t move until she returns, so who knows how long I’ll be stuck with Alastair?

I look for solace in my cake, but can’t bring myself to eat the rest. After a while, it’s like eating lipstick, melted and sweetened. Instead, I drag my fingertip through the last glob of beeswax cream and put it in my mouth.

Alastair’s gaze drops from mine to track the motion, fixing on my lips before he looks away. It’s a strange moment that I won’t take personally. Withersham’s isolation sometimes gives rise to bizarre, unthinking aches. They don’t linger.

‘I’m worried you might do something rash due to a… a false impression.’ Alastair sheds his coat, deciding he’s more sweaty than cold. I allow myself to notice his bare forearms, flecked with fine blonde hairs and leanly muscled from spiring, but only for a moment. ‘It occurred to me that Preys – you – might not understand how someone becomes a scion versus a graver.’

‘Will you ever piss off? I’ve known that since I was seven.’

‘Tell me then.’

I give him an acid look. ‘Scions inherit the abilities of Oldrac, which are passed down purely through flesh. Graving becomes possible via pulp. The mother has to drink enough as the child grows inside her.’

‘And you know I wouldn’t be able to charm corpses into monsters just by studying and taking pulp, right? After your question in Limbridge’s office—’

‘Obviously I was being flippant.’

‘So.’ Frustration fills his sinkhole of a voice. ‘You know it’s impossible for me to compromise, but still you behave as if I’m being difficult. Why?’

I take a cold, miserable sip of my coffee, gritty with sugar, and say nothing.

‘We both know there’s only one solution, Kilchoir.’

My mother started training me to be a graver when I was four. Some of my first memories are of going to collect donations from Crippleditch Chapel’s mortuary, her bony hand fastened around mine. She likes to tell people I was squeamish, that she soon hammered this out of me with a training schedule of her own ruthless design. Thanks to practical lessons from the private tutor she hired, I got used to bodies. Cold, loose skin. Cloudy, sightless eyes. Limbs stiffened by rigor mortis. Pools of stilled blood. The stench of intestinal decay.

The living are naturally disturbed by sensations of the deceased, not least the odours of decomposition. Gravers, however, don’t have the luxury of being disturbed. We are practical, reasoned – the antithesis of spirers. Looking at Alastair’s pristine hands, his perfectly square nails and intaglio wax seal rings, it’s hard to imagine them wrist-deep in gore.

‘I’ve already come to the same conclusion,’ I say finally. ‘Even if you did have the knack for it, you still wouldn’t have the stomach.’

He gives a gentleman’s snort. ‘Keep thinking me the gutless priss if that’s what gets you to a compromise. I only care that we reach one.’

‘I don’t know that we can, lordling. Five to seven years is too great a chunk of my life.’

Finally, the pastoress emerges from some backroom in the chapel. I’m in luck – it’s Flaypenny, all ivory curls and pillow-ruffled blouse. Alastair’s got a thing for her, and he’s hardly alone. Thoughts of the pastoress have taken many a mind after lights-out in the dorms.

There’s nothing strange about finding a pastoress in a chapel. What’s strange is who she’s with: a man and woman in liver-brown clothes who slink off like they’ve been rumbled mid-coitus. As Flaypenny tucks a hand into her robes, I realize why: she’s holding an envelope, fat with what is likely cold, hard pud. She doesn’t even bother to hide it.

I knew she was too fresh-faced and sweet-natured to be real. The only pastoress I’ll trust is one who looks like she’s been pulled from the antiques cupboard and had the dust blown off her.

But at last, the pulp can be handed out, and the queue begins to shuffle forward.

‘You act as though you wouldn’t be allowed to keep graving outside of class,’ Alastair says archly.

‘Oh, I’d somehow have to. If I don’t grave as much as I spire, I’ll lose the ability. Oldrac’s traits supersede Our Lady’s.’

‘Naturally. But for someone as obsessive about graving as you are, surely there’s no chance of it?’

‘Don’t pretend I’ll have the time or energy for anything besides Edusa’s stupid training,’ I say. ‘I’ll have to put in thrice the amount of work as you will, just to keep up.’

‘What’s your solution then?’

‘Accepting one of my back-up offers.’

St Penderghast’s isn’t the only place I applied to, so I do have options in Preyburn: Stuckgorge and Narrowhere. If I can’t get Mortritis’s patronage, it makes more sense to accept an offer from a college where I can study what I actually want to – what I’m good at. I feel almost sick with the thought of missing out on St Penderghast’s altogether, but Limbridge insisted I look at the big picture. This is it. I’ll sacrifice Penders to study my craft.

Alastair says nothing at first. He simply stares. But then he laughs – a deeply sinister sound. ‘I told myself even you couldn’t be so vindictive, but deep in my gut, I knew it. You’re doing this to punish me.’

I barely resist an eye-roll. He would make this about him. ‘For what?’

‘You know what. Let’s not pretend this is anything better than your latest move against me.’

‘This may be hard for you to hear, but it’s not about you.’

‘What else would it be about? You’ll do anything to have the last laugh.’ His eyes centre on mine, huge and dark and inevitable as the void. ‘We both know Penders is the breast of the breast—’

Had Alastair not cut himself off mid-sentence and turned scarlet, I might not have noticed this delightful slip of the tongue. As it is, a savage smirk takes over my face. I don’t wear bras on non-training days because I don’t need to, and nobody ever notices – at least, I thought nobody noticed.

Poor thing. He must be getting very lonesome in the boys’ dorms if he’s sliding rough looks at me of all people.

‘What was that, Faulton?’ I say, horribly smug. He’s really left me no choice but to tease him; his mortified face says that if a portal to the abyss opened beside us, he might simply throw himself in. ‘I think you may have meant to say the best of—’

‘You know exactly what I meant to say,’ he snaps, all the fiercer for being caught out. His whole face is bright as a flame. ‘You won’t get another opportunity like this, and neither will I. Are you seriously going to throw your chances away just to spite me?’

I make a point of inspecting my nails. Unfortunately, they are grubby with ink, along with the rest of my hands. If I’m doing this to spite anyone, it’s the cohort. None of them believe I’ll become a graving master, and nothing will bring me more pleasure than proving them false. If I could capture the look on each of their faces when they learn of my success, I’d have them framed and hung in my house.

But I can’t tell Alastair that. It doesn’t exactly counter his claims about my character. Instead, I say, ‘The opportunity to throw your chances away is the icing on an otherwise rancid cake. If I was basing my decision on you, it’d be the sponge.’

His glower only intensifies, and when he speaks the timbre of his voice reaches depths hitherto uncharted. It drops from man with deep voice to man possessed by an eldritch horror who now uses him as a mouthpiece.

Frustratingly, my body cannot help but respond to this sound, so much like the untold abyss we all yearn for. A tingle thrills up my spine, making me stand a little straighter. With all his tedious, conventional good looks, it’s easy to forget that Alastair does possess some attractive qualities…

‘This isn’t a joke. Do you have any idea what my mama will do when she learns I’ve been denied admissions?’

…and then I listen to what he’s actually saying. It’s like biting into a warm, sugary jam doughnut only to realize it’s filled with glue.

I sigh. ‘Cut you off, leaving you chastened and penniless? In any case, it’s a you problem.’

‘Wrong. It’s very much an us problem, which will become all too plain when she hears the reason why.’

‘You’re not seriously trying to scare me with Mummy’s wrath?’ A scion throwing their lineage around surprises as much as finding pulp in a pulp flask, but still. ‘What’s she going to do? Send heavies across the border to break my kneecaps?’

‘You lack imagination. My family take petty grudges and reprisals to an art form.’ Alastair’s best attempt at inflection still sounds like a stone slab feels, but the blush in his cheeks and throat says he’s getting worked up again. ‘If your own welfare doesn’t move you, what about your mama?’

‘Again, piss off.’

‘She’s a laywoman, no? It must have cost her a great deal to get you into Withersham, and not just the funds to have you tutored.’
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