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For my soul mate. 


If I am your world, then you are my star. 


My constant in an unkind universe, 


guiding me towards joy. 


It was always you. 










  
  
PROLOGUE




I jolted awake. 

My heart raced, and my hand flew to my chest to steady the thrumming that vibrated through my bones.

I had always felt it—a metaphysical pull on the center of my being—for as long as I could remember. The thread was usually a soft tug, a loving caress that had comforted me in times of solitude. I rubbed my chest at the new, stronger pull that had jerked me awake. In all my twenty-five years, I’d never felt it pull this hard on me.

Tonight it burned with a buzzing current, magnetizing me to move forward as if that metaphysical tether intended to pull me to a particular place. I glanced over to my roommate and best friend of fifteen years sleeping soundly across our dormitory room. Freda shifted slightly before rolling over to her other side. I wouldn’t drag her into this. Not yet. And not literally three days before the spring semester courses started.

I swung my feet out from under the blanket and to the floor. The thread hummed as if resonating in agreement with the movement. I stepped forward, and the tension released slightly in a gratifying caress. I took another step and another, and slipped into the hall. The thread warmed, tightening and releasing its pull with every step. Maybe if I kept following it, I would finally learn what it wanted—

And just like that it melted away. Back to its original, ambivalent, soft tug. My fingers twitched and tingled in the sudden absence of the more intense current. What the hell had just happened? I retreated to the room and slipped back into my bed quietly.

I stared, wide awake, as the darkness of the room shrank in around me, and I settled under the sheets. I’d never felt the thread like that before. There had never been anyone I could ask about what it meant. My grandfather was terror incarnate. My mother wanted nothing to do with me. My father…where could I even begin? 

“Reign?” Freda’s sleepy voice sounded from across the room. “Are you okay?” 

The cold darkness around me warmed just a little bit as I remembered I was not alone. Perhaps with Freda I could find answers. Two best friends and studious wizards—what couldn’t we find out? 

“Will you come to the library with me tomorrow? I need your help with some research,” I said. 

“Seriously?” She let out a teasing laugh. “The spring semester hasn’t even started and you’re already having bad dreams about exams?” 

“No! But it will be interesting, I swear.” 

“Get some sleep or we won’t be up early enough to get the good pastries. And I can’t research without a cinnamon bun.” 

“Alright!” I pulled the comforter up higher as I eased deeper into the bed. I would figure this out—what this thread was and wanted. “Goodnight.” 

After acquiring Freda’s cinnamon bun the next morning, we settled in on the first floor of the campus library and began our research with the set of books we pulled. Freda tied her wavy, copper hair back behind her head and plucked a book out of the pile. I scanned the first title in front of me.

Arcane Contracts

I cracked the book open to the index and began searching for the word I knew I wouldn’t find. 

Infernal

I heard the bookshelves to my left creak and saw the shadows of two students in whispered confidence staring at me. 

If they had seen me without the spells I often used to hide my infernal traits—horns, pointed ears, and spade-tipped tail—I doubt they would be so bold as to even whisper this close. And if they saw my real eyes under the spelled walnut brown ones, they would start running. 

I pulled my limbs in closer to take up less space. This was the other reason I wanted to leave as soon as I could. I wasn’t a human like them. Like Freda. 

I looked like my father, with all the same infernal features including pale scarlet skin and his eyes—glowing irises set like two, rose-colored rings on black sclera. The eyes of a devil. I had been taught to carefully hide that feature in particular—which helped me masquerade as if I was simply a hellborn. While those infernally cursed mortals were still regarded cautiously, they were far less threatening than an actual devil. 

Perhaps I should be grateful that my petite stature helped me sink away in the background. It didn’t stop me from hearing the muttered comment between the bookshelves, though. 

“Did you see that creepy looking girl?”

Freda’s green eyes flashed up to me, then she whipped her head to the other row of bookshelves. “Want to say that a little louder?” 

Heads twisted towards us followed by a cacophony of shushes. The two students fled. 

Freda’s head turned back to me. “Sorry…” 

“It’s okay.” I pulled the book on arcane contracts closer. “I don’t want to cause a scene.” 

Freda pressed her lips together. “Why are we wasting our time in the Midor’s Academy library when we know it’s not going to have what we’re looking for?” 

I glanced up at her. She wasn’t wrong. But I’d hardly ventured out anywhere beyond the academy with the tight leash my grandfather kept on me. 

Freda continued, “The library in Brunalin has subjects that are restricted here. Maybe we can find information about your dad or your mother’s contract—” Her words choked off into silence and I followed her gaze to see my boyfriend, Luka, approach from behind. 

I quickly pulled the book to my chest so he wouldn’t see the title. I knew exactly how he would react to it. 

“Classes haven’t even started and you are already studying?” Luka said, then planted a kiss on my head.

Freda’s eyes darted between the two of us, before narrowing on me. I knew what she was thinking. 

I swallowed hard. “We’re actually trying to find more information about…my thread…and the contract—” 

“Why?” Luka said.

“The pull surged harder last night, and if it’s related to my father maybe I can—” 

“Reign.” Luka pulled the book from my grasp, eyeing its title. “Why can’t you just let this go? Your father is dangerous—all devils are. Trying to find him is the same as a death wish.” 

Those words coming from him hurt more than anything because I knew they weren’t true. I had met my father once. He had been the first person who had ever shown me love despite what he was.  And the thread had always offered me comfort and warm companionship. Nothing about its nature was malevolent. If anything, it felt loving. 

Luka glanced between us at our shared silence. “Come on—surely there is something better to do with classes starting soon.” He set the book on the table, just out of arm’s reach. 

Freda’s green eyes shot to me in challenge. I knew I should say something, but I didn’t want to keep fighting about this with him. Every single time my father, the contract tied to my birth, or my thread came up, we would argue. He had never tried to empathize with my situation. Admittedly, it made me wonder why we were still together. 

“Maybe we can make sure we have all our supplies,” I said, looking at Freda. 

She raised her eyebrow in curiosity. We’d both already gotten all our supplies a few days ago. Then, she smiled and played along. 

“Right, my supply list is on my desk,” she said smoothly, rising from the table.  

From then on, we conducted our research in secret. 

After scouring the library, we resorted to asking professors hypotheticals about magic threads. Especially since I couldn’t bring it up around Luka nor use his master student status to get access to the restricted sections without another fight. We searched and searched but nothing here shed any light. I seemed to be the only one who ever had a thread.

Over the course of a few months the surges became more frequent, longer. I struggled to stay focused as each yank caused me to drop a pen in a class, fall against a wall, or even cough repeatedly when the breath felt sucked from me. I forced myself to continue my steps in the direction of my classes, my dormitory, and the halls of Midor’s Academy for Arcana. At the end of the semester I turned in my final papers and took my final tests. 

When I left the Transmutation exam hall, I caught Freda huffing as she ran up alongside me. “Professor Morrel practically kicked me out after the fifth follow up question about magic threads.” She laughed.

“Thanks for trying.” I winced, rubbing my chest where the pull had been strong for hours. Freda’s eyes flashed up at me with only the determination a best friend could have. 

“After graduation, let’s go to the Brunalin Library! Sarah said there’s a whole section on the Nine Circles.” 

The thought of going beyond what we had access to in Midor’s and into the city of Brunalin sent an uneasy dread through my stomach. My grandfather had never knowingly let me venture out that far. Even if we could, we needed something to focus our research. Something he’d also never let me knowingly see.

“If I can get my mother’s contract when I go back to the estate, it might help us when we go to Brunalin Library. Maybe we can pull words from it to translate.”

Freda’s eyes went wide. “You think your grandfather will just give it to you?” 

I looked down, watching my steps down the hall continue taking me away from the pull. “I’ll figure out something.”  

If I couldn’t get the contract and find clues in the Infernal written there, perhaps the only way I could get my answers was to follow the thread blindly. I’d have to leave Midor’s. I’d have to venture into a world I knew so little about thanks to my sheltered childhood. It could very well be dangerous. What was at the end of an unknown, undocumented, unexplainable pull against my very being?

My graduation ceremony was in two weeks, and there was one last thing for me to do. So, later that week, I drifted closer to the admissions counter. 

A woman with frizzy, silver hair sat behind it. She pinched over a form, pounded Midor’s approval stamp across it, then flicked her fingers out for the next one.

I cleared my throat.

“Apprentice Graduation forms?” she said without even looking up. 

I slid my own form to her.

“Master’s program forms?” 

My stomach turned at the assumption. Almost every wizard student here continued on to become a master. Luka certainly expected me to join him in his master’s classes. I had been at this academy since I was ten years old, and I still felt just as far away from everything I wanted to know as I did now. Was this right? Should I follow the thread?

The thread surged powerfully and I sucked in a breath. It was as if it was answering that silent question in my mind with its tingling, pulling force—pleading with me. 

Take a step. You belong with me.

I leaned towards it and felt the immediate relief of tension. My answer.

“Forms?” the woman said again.

I crumpled the master’s program forms in my hands. I don’t know why I had even filled them out.

She finally looked up at me. Her eyes went wide when she realized who she had been talking to.

I lifted my chin. “No forms. I’m discontinuing my education. I’m leaving Midor’s.” 

Relief washed over me as if the decision was one of those tension-releasing steps in the direction the thread was pulling me. Perhaps I had shifted a step closer.

And then I knew. The way the thread seemed to speak to my very soul told me. 

It had to be him.








  
  

Part I


The Thread












  
  
Chapter one



Luka frowned at me. “Seriously?” he said tensely, arms crossed, seated across from me at the same table in the library he’d found Freda and I at months ago. 

Luka and I had studied here together, read together, and sipped coffee and cocoa from these dark wood chairs for the last two years. At the moment the library was deserted. Other wizard students were off applying for or stalking professors for practicums. Tomorrow, I would walk up the platform with other undergraduates and accept my apprentice title papers—graduation ceremony complete. Now all that was left was the form resting on the table in front of Luka. 

I watched him scan the empty lines of bureaucracy and tradition printed on that parchment. Five hundred years ago, some pompous wizard decided master’s students should report and observe the mastery of the apprentice students to the dean to formally qualify them for graduation. Today, it was simply a required paper trail, a formality—and I had forgotten that months ago I had listed my now ex-boyfriend to carry it out for me.

“Can we just get this over with?” I pleaded.

Luka sighed. He pulled the parchment in closer, snapping his fingers and a fountain pen appeared in his hand. The faint blue glow subsided, an indication of magic or arcana as the wizards who studied it academically called it.

I leaned forward slightly in anticipation.

He held the pen nib still over the first empty line. Hazel eyes flashed back up at me. 

Something inside me twisted.

“Reign, leaving Midor’s is a mistake,” he pleaded. “I understand that you had a troubled childhood and you want to find some closure with your father, but this is not the answer.”

Troubled childhood. I stiffened at how nonchalantly he mentioned it. He knew what this meant to me and still did not understand. I crossed my arms. “Just fill out the form, please.” 

He heaved a sigh, but scratched in my name with strokes of black ink. Then he filled out some of my personal details—birthday, room number, specialization—he had known it all. 

“Reason for not continuing to master’s?” He flicked his eyes up to me as he read the post-graduation section aloud. He knew why. It had been the entire basis for our break up. 

“Just write it’s to be closer to family.” 

He exhaled sharply, gripping the pen tighter. I recalled his words, of how it was ridiculous not to continue my studies at the master’s level like he’d done. How following the pull of the thread was too dangerous a path—not because it would lead me into the unknown, but because of who we both guessed it might lead me to.

He had almost convinced me it was too dangerous to pursue information about my father, a devil. To seek answers to my origins and the thread. I thought being at Midor’s would help me find answers while I learned to wield arcana. But the more spells I acquired the skill to execute, the further I was from answers about my origins. I couldn’t—wouldn’t—let this hold me back from the thread’s new surge. It had to be directing me to the answers I desperately wanted. The family I wanted.

I watched Luka’s hand sweep across the bottom of the page in the flourish of his signature, his brows terse with anger. Then his expression shifted to sadness, as if signing this form finalized our break up.

He opened his mouth, swallowed, then tried again. “I wish I could convince you this is a mistake. I wish you wouldn’t chase this.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I want a relationship with my father despite what he is. So either support me, or let me go.”

“If you stayed,” he gripped the form tighter, “we could research it between your—”

“Freda and I already looked. There is nothing in the library or any professor’s brain—nothing in this entire academy about what this thread is.” I eyed the form. Was he intending to withhold the paper I needed to graduate to continue this argument?

“What if you find out the truth and you don’t like it?” he spat back. “I know you think because of one childhood birthday visit that devils are kind, but—”

I lurched forward as the thread surged. Gods, this was starting to drive me crazy. It had become more nagging every day I did not follow its pull. I breathed deep, steading myself before glancing back up at Luka. 

His expression had shifted to worry. He knew what it looked like when the thread surged. He’d been watching it torment me for months all while trying to convince me to ignore it. Like that was even a remote possibility. 

My eyes shot down to the form. 

His grip had loosened.

I snapped my fingers, and the tips tinged with the arcana of spellcraft. A ghostly, floating blue hand appeared—my Mystic Hand—and snatched the form. It raced toward me, spectral dust scattering through the air in its wake.

Luka frowned. He could have stopped the spell. He was a more studied wizard than myself, already well into his master’s program. But he didn’t. He just stared at me. Then the chair groaned as he stood from the table.

“Maybe it makes me an asshole,” his face tightened to a pained expression, “but because of what he is, I really hope you don’t find him.”

I crossed my arms, form in hand, and held his stare. I’d backed down too many times before. I wouldn’t this time. 

He sighed and the tightness melted to resignation. “Goodbye, Reign.” 

I watched him walk silently past the other empty tables. The doors at the end of the hall slammed shut behind him, rattling the books on the nearest shelf. The strong pull eased as if in relief of the closed argument.

I felt a sudden sense of freedom tangled with a growing anxiety. He was not the only thing I needed to free myself from. After the ceremony, I would have to travel back to my family’s estate and find my mother’s contract. Emancipating my grandfather and mother would likely be more…difficult. 

My family—the Vendelfrey’s—were high ranking nobility in our region with a vast estate and a variety of business ventures thanks to my grandfather. However, I would inherit none of it. I was seen as a tool, an unfortunate mistake to be used in my grandfather’s business theatre. 

I started the five minute walk back to my dormitory, the click of my boots echoed through the corridor. The gray, stone-hewn halls arched to high points over me, and passing students ducked their heads to avoid my gaze. One poor young student turned in a completely different direction upon sighting me. Each reaction hurt. I just wanted to belong somewhere—somewhere I could be my true self. 

I’d fantasized about where the thread might lead me and often imagined my father there waiting for me. I hoped the thread had something to do with him. How could it not? The day I was born I emerged with his appearance and the thread drew taut. If translating the contract yielded no answers, then finding him might. If I could find him…Devils—being immortal and infernal creatures—lived on an entirely different plane of existence. 

The Nine Circles of Hell. 

I knew that if my father had wanted to see me, he probably would have made a stronger effort to visit me more than once over twenty-five years. He had told me it would be a long while before we’d see each other again, but I was tired of waiting for him to come to me. Tired of waiting for answers. The rising pull of the thread had to have some purpose. It was time for me to make the next move and find out why I was so different. This was my chance to drive my own fate—find my own answers. 

I refused to let Luka, Midor’s, or even my family get in my way. 

My stomach twisted as I reached my room door. Despite my determination I knew I needed help, but I hesitated at the threshold of my next conversation. Valid danger aside, Freda was not going to let me hear the end of it if I didn’t bring her with me.












  
  
Chapter two



I unlocked my dormitory room and slipped inside. Freda’s head tilted up from packing her bag, green eyes lighting up between her loose copper curls as she sighted me. 

“So get this,” she said excitedly. “Sarah told me that not only is there a section on the Nine Circles at the Brunalin Library, there’s an entire room that has preserved rare texts—possibly infernal topics.” She raised her finger as if to silence me from reacting. “And the best part—is it’s open to the public.” She grinned mischievously. 

I smiled back at her. She had been the first human that had truly accepted me. I thought about our first year at Midor’s with all the other ten-year-olds in foundations courses. When I had first entered this room, almost all of my infernal traits were on display. Freda had looked at me with the same welcoming warmth then as she did now, whether my eyes were rich brown or glowing red rings in a black void. I loved her for it. 

Freda’s eyebrows turned up. “What’s wrong?” 

“Well…” I began, gliding over to my bed and plopping down with an exhale. “I forgot to remove him from my Observation Form…” 

“Ha!” Freda belted out. “So Luka had to sit there and write to the dean about how great you are and basically why you broke up with him?” She smirked at the notion he might have suffered. To be fair she’d seen how much pain our unraveling relationship had caused me. Her tone shifted low and caring. “Did your father come up again?” 

“Of course.” I pressed my lips together. 

“Well at least it’s over,” she said as she pulled her bag in closer and stuffed another folded shirt inside. “Happy Reign deserves to stay, no more rain cloud.” 

I felt the corner of my mouth turn at the play on words. “Have you decided what your new area of focus will be for the first year of your master’s?” I said with excitement.

She glanced up sheepishly from folding more clothing into her bag. “You know, I was kinda thinking I’d try Transmutation?” 

“Really?” My eyes widened and a fanged smile burst across my face upon hearing my own focus area—my passion for all five years of my apprentice program—named. 

“I totally get the appeal.” She winked at me. “I mean, think of how much money I can make transmuting iron to gold, wood to stone.”

“All lies!” I teased at the common joke between transmuters. Most arcana used to transform things was temporary or an illusion, like the spell I used to camouflage myself to look less infernal. 

My stomach twisted as I realized I wouldn’t be going deeper into my Transmutation studies in the master’s courses. I had always been interested in understanding the potential of transmuting living creatures instead of objects. It was completely theoretical, of course, outside of an illusionary Polyform spell. True transformation was as rare as my own circumstance.

I watched Freda pack presents for her family—small trinkets—into her bag. My hand drifted to the button I had threaded through a loop around my neck, tucked under my blouse. It was the only gift I had ever received from my father. 

Despite my research, accounts of devil-produced offspring with mortals was unheard of. To complicate my situation, I had been born of two human parents. Even then I was destined to be a bastard—a human one—when my mother had to make an unthinkable choice. In desperation to save both her lover and me, she made a deal with a devil—my infernal father. As soon as her signature in blood dried on the contract, something transformed me. Not long after, I came into the world with the likeness of him—the likeness of a devil. 

It was easier and safer to tell others I was hellborn, as long as I kept my eyes magically altered to look like one. Genuine hellborn had been the product of cursed bloodlines. An ancient pact was made with a devil generations back, cursing all offspring with the infernal design, but they retained their human eyes. It made me wonder if what had transformed me was similar to that ancient deal, since nothing about it was biological.

I brought my wandering thoughts back to Freda’s choice, her soon-to-be experienced master’s classes. I wondered for a moment if I had made the wrong decision, and perhaps joining the master's students could help me learn something.

“Why the sudden interest in Transmutation?” I kicked my dangling feet over the bed to chase away the doubts creeping in.

“Abjuration is getting boring.” She snorted, pulling open her bedside drawer. “There are only so many wards I can place on my family’s home. Plus, I’ll miss you,” she said, her voice cracking a little. “And I haven’t tried Transmutation yet beyond the foundational courses. I figured if I take a few classes it will give me an excuse to Mindtell you asking you to tutor me.” She feigned a laugh, shoving a few more items into her bag. The thought did make me a little teary-eyed. I would miss having her around me every single day when the semester resumed in the fall.

“I’ll miss you too…If I do find my father and he takes me away, I’ll find a way to communicate with you. Even if we’re across planes.” The promise felt hollow. The short mind to mind communication allowed by the Mindtell spell didn’t work across planes, even for the most powerful mortal wizards. But I would try. Maybe I’d be the first to figure out how to do it.

She pulled out a spell material—aluminum filament. It sizzled and I heard her voice tingle across my mind with the arcana of the Mindtell. “Even the answers to all my Transmutation exam questions?” She laughed in my mind.

“Help you cheat? Never!” I teased back through the free reply the spell’s design always allowed.

Freda laughed out loud, then tilted her head up to me. “Do you have to start the break by going back to the estate instead of coming to stay with me? My mom will be at the seamstress shop most of the time with my aunt, so who knows what kind of trouble we’d get into.”

I had never been allowed to visit her home. But the thought of being there with a real caring family warmed my soul. “I want to do this properly. So I’ll ask for my freedom and pack my things.” I eased up from the bed and began to discard my boring uniform to don clothing more suitable for a young, female, probably-hellborn wizard. I smiled at the all-black items I pulled from the wardrobe as I slowly began changing into them.

Freda relocated the small items from her bedside drawer into her bag. “Have you told your mom you’re looking for your father yet?” 

I swallowed the anxiety that crept up my throat. Despite how utterly close Freda and I were, I had never gone into great detail about why I’d never written a letter to my mother, let alone sent her a Mindtell while I was at the academy. “No. I don’t see the point in telling her. Unless I can’t find the contract.” She knew the sub-context. That we didn’t really have a relationship. I slipped a black blouse over my head.

“Did your father ever give you any hint of how to find him? Other than the mysterious arcane thread.” 

I blinked my eyes, surfacing the memory that often replayed in my dreams. My sixth birthday—the one and only time I’d actually met him. 

He’d sat in a big chair in my grandfather’s lounge. He had offered me his hand, a pale scarlet—just like mine. Even if it was simply an arcane transformation, something else was there. The warm current glittering in my soul that told me with unwavering doubt that I belonged to him. He had shown me the Nine Circles of Hell and given me a button from his jacket to remember him. He had instructed me to use it to draw on my own power, to focus my arcana. That I was powerful. That I could actualize the things I desired. That he loved me.

It was the first time I had heard those words uttered to me. It was all I needed to know. Despite the circumstances, he was my true father.

“Reign?” Freda’s eyebrows raised, catching me lost in the memory. 

I winced an apology. “He said it would be a while before we’d see each other again.”

“I keep forgetting that you have actually been to the Nine Circles.” Freda shifted to a seat recalling the story I’d told her numerous times. Travel from our own plane, Novus, was rare even for wizards. For mortals, travel to the Nine Circles was usually a deadly, one way trip. “How do you think you’ll get there?” 

I tilted my head, thinking. “Only the older master’s students learn the spell for opening portals to other planes. So since I don’t plan on hanging out here another eight years, I’ll have to find another way…” I looked down to the floor silently as even now the thread hummed its typical soft tug in me. 

“Well, step one, we go to the library—” 

“Freda…” I smiled. “Are you really planning to spend your whole break between semesters helping me do research?” 

A wide smile cracked across her face. “Hell yes I am.” She drew the drawstring taut on her bag. “What other students get to study off-limits subjects? And I have to check out your father and make sure he’s cool before I let him take you away.” 

I burst out laughing. 

“I’m serious!” She laughed back. 

I wiped the tears from the corner of my eyes. “In all seriousness, I’m nervous about bringing you into this. If there was anything Luka was right about, it’s that devils and humans aren’t exactly on the best of terms.”

It wasn’t the clearest way to express the real danger in letting my human friend get anywhere near infernal creatures, let alone a devil. But I knew she knew what I meant. 

“I know…” She sighed. “Pretty sure I’d take one step into the Nine Circles and become a toasted marshmallow.”

“I would be worried about you if you went. I wouldn’t want you to get hurt or…” I smirked, “become enslaved to an infernal!” I laughed, trying to lighten the mood. “You are always welcome to sign your soul over to me for safekeeping.” I winked at her. Like I knew anything about soul collection—the favored past time of devils.

Freda started laughing. “Right. If you ever learn how to write your own devil contracts and my eternal soul is to be damned to the Nine Circles, I will gladly accept your offer!” 

We joked, but it was a reminder of a real outcome for many mortals—especially humans. Mortal souls were currency and a power status in the Nine Circles of Hell. Depending on the owner of your soul, your eternal existence could be quite grim…or so I’d read. The hierarchies of the Nine Circles were all based on one’s power of arcana, with devils particularly high in those ranks.

“Maybe we can make a deal.” I smiled softly at her. “After I get the contract, you help me translate it and research the topics, but if it comes down to it, and I can find a way from Novus to the Nine Circles…You have to let me go alone.” 

She sighed. “You are mortal too, you know.” 

I pressed my lips together. “Please. Basically if it gets too dangerous or we reach the end of the summer break—you won’t follow me. You’ll come back here where it’s safe.” 

She blinked at me, holding my stare as if to test my will. 

“Yes, it’s dangerous either way,” I conceded. “But I know my father will protect me if I can find him.”

“Fine…” She rolled her eyes. “Deal.” She lifted herself from her bed, flattened out her blankets, then turned back to me. “Want to grab dinner?” 

“No, I have some things to take care of.”

Freda raised an eyebrow at me. 

“And I just need some quiet time after that encounter with Luka!” I laughed. “Go, enjoy your dinner.”

Freda slipped through the door, clicking it shut. Twisting anxiety immediately surged through my body. I had not told her what I actually wanted to do. Because I wanted to prove to myself that I could do it.

Alone.

I laid back on my bed, waiting for it to happen. The thread surged more at night than it did during the day. I glanced down to my now completely original outfit. Black silks and frills covering as much of my skin as possible to hide what I was. I stared at the ceiling, air-tapping my foot, syncopating the seconds that passed. 

Then it whirled into me—the surging pull of the thread. I seized with tension as its electric current melted over me. Finally. 

I sprang up from the bed and snatched the spell materials pouch resting on my nightstand. 

I had been afraid to do this. I just wanted a trial run. See if there was anything to learn by just following the thread a little bit. Not past Brunalin. I wouldn’t leave the city…yet.

I felt awful not telling Freda. But this was explicitly not research in a library. And I needed to get a taste for what kind of danger I might be pulling her into.

I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror as I reached for the door. My shoulder-length hair fell in soft black waves, concealing my pointed ears. Little flecks of sanguine freckles painted my pale scarlet skin, just like my father’s. I had still used the spell Modify Self to hide my tail, red-black rams horns, and eyes. It made me long to be somewhere I wouldn’t have to hide like this. 

I let out a deep sigh, releasing lingering anxiety. 

Maybe I’ll find you tonight…








  
  
Chapter three



With the night as my cover, I made my way up the sloped streets that led into the heart of the Northern District of Brunalin. Every step, with the train bringing me into the heart of the city, the thread surged and released as it tightened its thrall on me. I knew I was getting closer…but how much further would it be? What were the chances it would literally lead me to somewhere in Brunalin? 

The darkness didn’t do well to conceal the cracks in the stone walls of the buildings I passed, nor its defacement with black ink—likely code to those who understood it. Brunalin was famous for its ancient design with layers of human—and wizard—history. During the daytime the new businesses breathed life back into the cardinal district, which made it a popular destination for cafés and small boutique stores. After the bustling noise of clinking cups and rustling shopping bags subsided, the businesses closed for the night and it was quiet—too quiet. 

The street sloped up and I breathed heavy climbing deeper and deeper into the district. That otherworldly thread pulled stronger, thrumming in my chest with the electric current that had been plaguing me for months. My pace slowed as the thread tightened in front of a closed café. The dark street alongside its storefront was empty. 

I shut my eyes and concentrated on the directional tug. I took a blind step forward towards the café. It felt like I was being pulled down instead of forward. I opened my eyes and instantly spotted a red, glowing lantern hung at the dead end of an alley between the café and its neighbor. 

Spooky lantern, dark alley. Yeah this was exactly the kind of risk I did not want to subject Freda to. 

I crept silently towards the lantern until the two buildings loomed over either side. The brick walls were lit red with the lantern’s light, making it look like it might actually lead into the Nine Circles. I paused in front of the lantern, where I now saw an unmarked door.

I jiggled the handle. Unlocked. 

My heart pounded. The thread felt charged, surging more as it pulled me towards the door. I panted a breath like it was being stolen from me in the moments I remained still. Why would my father plant such a sensation in me if he did not intend for me to give in to it? Or at least reach where it might lead me? I couldn’t help but quiver from the nerves rattling me as I tried to keep my hand steady on the handle.

I breathed in slowly and opened the door to find steps descending downward into darkness. I could see better in the dark than my human peers, but to eliminate any surprises, I swirled a finger and cast Mage Lights. Floating balls of blue light inflated like small bubbles into the air around me and drifted ahead of my descent. The thread thrummed, sending an exhilarating excitement down my spine.

My Mage Lights halted, casting their blue light on another door at the bottom of the stairs. I took the remaining steps downward and the pull roared like I was caught in a rushing river, moments away from losing complete control and being swept away in its current. It narrowed my vision and I slowly wrapped my fingers around the handle of the door. I turned it and that sensation—the electric, thrumming pull of the thread—slipped away like sand through my fingers. 

Wait!

I shoved the door open. 

Dim yellow light and voices flooded my senses as I took a step through. A long bar stretched down the left side of the space with a crowd of all kinds of folk leaning into it. A tall, elven bartender dressed in dark leathers turned back to a wall of bottles, then shifted half-full glasses of amber liquid to patrons. To the right were rows of packed tables barely visible by the light of the crude, candlelit structure hanging from the ceiling and aged sconces plastered to the walls. A variety of mortals stood shoulder to shoulder packing the room: humans, elves, dwarves, and even other hellborn. My eyes landed on one of the hellborn—and their human eyes—and I felt like a bit of a fraud. But if the crowd here saw my devil eyes, I wasn’t sure how far I’d make it. I wove through the patrons and spotted a halfling and a gnome pushing between taller folk as well. 

Most of the individuals here wore dark-colored cloaks that obscured their faces in shadow and threw suspicious glances as they neared one another. Coin purses were pulled in tight and heads shifted closer in whispered confidence. I was pretty sure I saw the glint of a dagger or two resting under palms. It didn’t surprise me now why the entrance was unmarked. 

I was not in the heart of the Northern District. I had stumbled into its underbelly.

Patrons pushed on either side of me as I slipped between them, finding a break in the crowd. Across the wall in front of me was a short, raised platform with a single unoccupied ornate chair. I crept closer until I stood right in front of it. The seat was upholstered with black velvet and gold grommets that were nailed into dark-colored wood with intricate, swirling, flame-like carvings on their joints. There was a smell hovering in the air, and I leaned in closer and inhaled. A smoky, cinnamon aroma, as if someone had dried and burned bark from a sweet tree. 

“Girl.”

I jumped at the voice that abruptly called me from behind. I turned and was met with the towering presence of a man with wiry, gray hair, clad in old, worn leather. My eyes caught on the glinting of axes, looped into his belt.

“I’ve not seen you around here before. Are you looking for someone?”

My eyes flashed up to his face as I considered how to handle the situation. A whiff of the lingering smoky cinnamon drew my attention back to the black chair behind me. “I’m looking for the owner of this chair,” I said in my best attempt at confidence, searching the old man’s face for any form of acknowledgement. 

He leaned back on his heels. “Ah, yes…Well, you’ve missed him, I’m afraid. He comes and goes when he pleases, especially if he’s not seeing clients.” A wobbly smile of missing and yellowed-brown teeth painted his face.

“When was the last time he was here?” I knew this would probably be the last question I was afforded. I had to make sure—that it was him that had drawn the thread so tightly.

“A few moments ago. Terrible timing for you, I reckon.” He tilted his head, looking at me from head to toe. “I wonder what a nice-looking girl like you was going to offer for a deal?” His eyes searched my body, assessing the value of my clothes, belongings, and anything else visible to him. 

A deal? Certainly sounds like my father. 

My skin crawled as I noticed the attention of others seated in the crowd watching me. My gaze shot between each of them—their drawn hoods, the tattered edges of cloaks, dark soils on their sleeves and knees, and hands all resting on hilts as they listened for my next words. 

I only just realized that I stuck out like a sore thumb in this crowd. Not because I was a hellborn in disguise—I stood out because I was obviously wealthy and woefully unguarded. Ready for every piece of me to be sold to the highest bidder.

I took a quick calming breath in as I employed my already planned escape route. “I’ll see myself to the door.” I muttered the arcana-laced words—the spoken word material required to cast my Mystic Door behind me. The crowd burst into gasps and chairs groaned. I took a quick step backwards and crossed its spectral blue threshold.

Blue arcane light clung to me as I stepped down from the floating door into the alley. Cool, clear air rushed in as the door dispersed like glittering smoke in the air. The alley was darker now, the red lantern extinguished. 

And so I ran. Back to my dormitory. Freda was already asleep, so I slipped in quietly. At least now I knew. It was him. He was at the end of this thread.

The next morning, my apprentice graduation proceeded to be perhaps one of the dullest, least important moments of my life. The Arcana Prima, Lorrel, slipped me a small scroll as I shook her hand crossing the outdoor platform erected in one of the green fields. I turned the scroll in my hands. It wasn’t my certificate, another professor had handed me that. This scroll was intended for my grandfather. Probably filled with the typical pleasantries that were given to all the noble human families that attended here for generations. I knew better than to open things addressed to my grandfather.

I was careful to avoid Luka after the ceremony, but I found Freda quickly among the other graduates on the green. She was hugging her mother and Mabel, her younger sister. 

“Hello, Reign!” her mother said as I joined their group. It had been five years since I’d seen either of them, and Mabel was looking more and more like her mother the older she got. Mousy brown hair and blue eyes, and a kind and caring expression. I’d never met Freda’s father, who I assumed is where she got her red hair and green eyes from. He’d fallen ill shortly after Mabel was born and had been confined to bed rest ever since.

Freda swooped in and embraced me as I greeted her family. 

“Nice to see you, Mrs. Rye,” I squeaked past the tight hug. I used the smile reserved for putting humans at ease—the one that hid my fangs.

“Reign!” Mabel burst out. “Freda won’t tell me if you have a tail!” Her eyes sparkled with excitement. 

Ahh, to be ten-years-old and so unbiased by this world. I imagined she hardly remembered me from our foundations graduation five years ago. 

“Mabel!” Mrs. Rye scolded her.

“It’s okay,” I said. I looked down at Mabel with a more mischievous smile. “Since I’m a wizard,” I waved my hand in the air in demonstration, “I’ve learned what materials and instructions unlock the magic all around us to do my bidding.” I winked at her, then snapped my fingers. The illusion hiding my tail flickered away, glittering, red light dissipating around it. I immediately wiggled it towards her and poked her side with its spade tip. She jumped and we giggled together. I glanced up at Freda and she rolled her eyes in amusement. 

“We’re going to get dinner tonight to celebrate—nothing fancy,” Freda said. “Want to come with us?” 

I smiled to myself. I still had not told Freda about the night before—and that I was planning on trying again if the thread surged. I knew she would insist on ditching her family and coming if I did. Plus, this would be my last chance to try before I had to return to the estate.

“Thanks for the invite, but I think I should make sure I have everything packed.” I feigned an innocent smile.

Freda gave me a curious look as we finished our goodbyes. I was certain that if anyone could catch me in a lie it’d be my best friend of fifteen years. I was grateful she didn’t pry further. 

I would tell her later.

I spent the rest of the day getting prepared. I chose clothing that matched what I had seen the others inside that basement bar wearing—a long black cloak and black leathers.

And I waited. Waited and waited. The sun set, and I finally rose from my desk impatiently. The powerful surge of the thread had not come, so I decided to start walking to the basement bar anyway.

I had just slipped out of the corridor when I heard a rattling boom, the sound of stones clashing together, followed by shouting. 

I rushed towards the dusty plume spilling into the courtyard. Students were scattering into the dust cloud, yelling. 

“Where is Quinn?” a voice shouted from the cloud. “What happened?” 

“It backfired.” Another voice coughed. 

My eyes went wide. They sounded young—like foundations students.  I ran into the cloud pushing through the silhouettes of people doing the same. I flew forward till I saw the spilled broken rock, burn marks on its surface just barely visible through the haze. 

Backfired indeed. Evocation—the elemental school of magic—was not taught till the apprentice level because of risks like this. 

“Here!” a student shouted. I followed the obscured movements in front of me till a half-dozen students stood around a boy, his legs pinned under a massive piece of the stone building. 

Oh shit. 

The younger students began pushing against the stone as if to move it. 

“Wait!” I yelled through the dust. “Go find the campus cleric!” 

One of the young girls ran out of the dust in the direction of the infirmary. 

“We have to move it—” 

“If you had taken your Evocation safety courses, you’d know that moving it will make him bleed out!” I realized all the barely-visible faces around me were so small, even compared to me. Just barely adolescents beginning their studies. I was the only titled wizard among them. 

Dust whooshed by and I saw the white robes of the cleric rush to the boy on the ground. “What happened?” 

They looked at each other tight-lipped to prevent self-incrimination. The cleric’s hands flew to the boy’s legs and I heard him groan in pain. Sparkling, white light pulsed everywhere her hands trailed.

“His legs are stabilized, but I can’t move this stone!” she shouted.

“I can!” I replied, quickly pulling a bit of crushed marble from my spell material pouch.

I whipped my wrists in a flowing motion, rubbing the powdered marble between my palms. The younger students gasped as the ground rattled around us, sending up more dust into the air. The stones began to vibrate, rotate, and lift as I steadied my hands. The Transmutation spell, Manipulate Rock, flowed through my fingers in blue, glittering streams, wrapping and forcing the stone to retake its previous shape—transmuting it back into the wall it once was.

The cleric snapped her fingers. An arcane wind blew the dust away and I finally saw the boy. He was wide-eyed, but safe. I breathed a sigh of relief. 

I heard gasping to my left, and when I turned I saw four boys and two girls staring at me, mouths agape, hands at their sides trembling. 

My stomach twisted as I realized. The dust had been obscuring me. One of the many small reminders of how much of an outsider I was at this mostly human academy.

The cleric glanced between us all, then back to the foundations students. “To the dean’s office, now!” She lifted the boy in her arms and the kids scattered. He gripped her white tunic, blinking at me. 

She sighed. “Thank you.” Then she carried the boy towards the infirmary. 

My mind wandered with the sudden isolation. I was an outsider in the basement bar too—but because I came from nobility.

Dark thoughts began to surface. What if I was an outsider in the Nine Circles of Hell? Or wherever my father was. 

I wondered if perhaps my father also felt the thread’s pull. If so, it didn’t seem accidental that it had suddenly vanished when I finally got close enough to him. 

What if…my devil father, the only other family I had, also didn’t want me after all? What if he regretted visiting me, no longer loved me as he had said—felt I was a mistake? 

I tried to banish my spiraling thoughts as I made my way back to my room in defeat. I waited, wishing the thread would surge again, just so I could feel that powerful reassuring pull. The comforting caress that made me believe it was all intentional. I had to believe it would lead me to somewhere good.

Somewhere I belonged.








  
  
Chapter four



“See you soon.” Freda winked as the horse-drawn carriage slowed to a stop at the campus coach area. 

I pressed my lips together. “If all goes well, you should hear from me in a few days.” 

My single chest was loaded on the back of the family carriage. Then the coachman turned the handle to the door and opened it wide for me. I turned back to Freda and squeezed her into a tight hug. 

“You travel safe too,” I said as we parted.

“It’s just an hour train ride.” 

I knew that, but I worried for her all the same.

We waved our goodbyes and I climbed into the coach, settling myself against the plush velvet bench before pulling out my spell book, journal, and a short history of famous wizards and their achievements. My entertainment for the next six hours. A solitude I would be grateful for as I drew closer to my human family.

I watched the west towers drift by as the steel-lined wheels below me clicked against the brick roads. The west towers had portals to help students commute across the continent to their families quickly, but my grandfather didn’t like the idea of anyone popping in without warning, so the estate had glyphs against teleportation. 

I watched the coachman’s coat edges flap in the wind through the small window at the front of the carriage. I wondered if my human father still drove a carriage like this one. 

Thinking through the story of my human parent’s affair again, I wondered how much was true and how much my mother had made up. Between her, my grandfather, and overhearing rumors spread between staff, I had pieced most things together. 

My mother had been in love with one of the Vendelfrey family’s carriage drivers. After many secret, torrid nights in the coach, she became pregnant with me. When it became too difficult for my mother to hide her condition, my grandfather found out. He was furious. However, a rich, incredibly powerful wizard can literally get away with murder—which my grandfather often did. My mother had panicked at the prospect of losing her lover and searched for a way to save him. 

In her desperation, my mother had found a devil and signed a contract with him. She had simply wanted to save her lover, but the devil—my infernal father—explained that life cost life. 

And thus, an unthinkable choice. 

But she had pleaded with him. Back then, she still wanted me, or at least the idea of me when I was set to be human like her. The devil agreed not to harm me and let her lover live—but he was to have all his memories of her burned from his mind.

However, devils are known to only write contracts that benefit them. He must have seen something advantageous about my situation that appealed to him. He had secretly sealed my fate in the fine print, but she had not known and signed in her blood anyway.

And so, I had been born—with the appearance of my infernal father instead of my human father. Considering how hellborn were usually sired, I didn’t think she ever imagined I might have received an infernal design. I had always wondered, was I still a human on the inside? Could I be half-devil? Or perhaps was I, regardless of how unique my origin, simply a hellborn? 

The story behind my birth outside the estate was different. My grandfather used every opportunity to make himself look like a selfless servant of philanthropy. He had made sure that the story that actually spread was that a hellborn had forced himself on my mother and that my grandfather had accepted and adopted me as a babe despite it all. 

He mentioned that oration of my story during every trade contract negotiation. Who would deny the selflessness involved in caring for an unexpected child of rape? The parties of other lords and dignitaries would watch me, fascinated, like I was some kind of rare pet, and their amusement would lower their prices and allow favorable terms to slip into the agreements. And to curb all suspicion of any devil’s involvement, he made sure that when I was paraded around he’d used his own skill as a wizard to modify my eyes to look like other hellborn. In fact when I was older, Modify Self was the first spell I ever learned. One of his first orders for my arcana education.

The narrative didn’t stop at the meetings with lords and dignitaries. Everything that was given to me was to be used in the narrative, or to keep me in the background. When my mother eventually married another noble family’s son and had three completely human children, she left me fully to my grandfather as a required material to his negotiations.

Convincing my grandfather to sponsor me at Midor’s was when things had changed for me. I was free of their abuse for eleven months out of the year. Each time I returned for the summer month break, my mother’s neutral expression melted to a pained scowl. It was as if she had forgotten about me while I was away and seeing me broke her happy illusion. As the years went by, I wondered if she would be relieved or devastated when I aged out of use in my grandfather’s public image, especially with my graduation behind me now. 

The shadows lengthened, stretching towards the carriage till it turned past the tall spiraling topiary trees on the last stretch of road that led to the estate. The horseshoes clicked on the cobblestone between the ornate fountain and the front of the main house as we slowed to a stop. The coachman opened the door and extended a hand, helping me down.

The estate house towered at four floors high with rows of glimmering windows set in a sandy-colored stone. It covered me entirely with its shadow. The anxiety already churned in my stomach as I walked up the cream marble steps to the double front doors. The solid, carved wood stretched up twelve feet with one door left ajar for me to enter through. My grandfather had ordered the estate expertly designed shortly after my birth. The grandiose features—large double doors engraved with runes, wide marble steps, towering scalloped columns, and a Sapphire Coast rug outside the front door—were all actors in the manipulation of his guests. 

I passed into the foyer, another conspirator in his carefully crafted theater of power. With marble floors and walls polished so smooth, it took effort to keep my feet from sliding as I crossed them. Twin curving staircases opened up into the vaulted mezzanine between the two wings of the estate. Between them, a marble bust of my grandfather sat at the center of the foyer atop a small table carved from solid green malachite gemstone. I stopped and examined his likeness. Furrowed brows, sharp cheekbones, a thin but angular slant of lips—harsh features to match a harsh person. Eyes embedded with enormous diamonds in an expression of raw power. 

Then I heard his voice, an emotionless dark echo in some far-off room to my right. He was probably in his office connected to the drawing room. I felt the anxiety shift to a nervous tingle in my hands. The contract had to be recovered before he realized I was home.

I had only seen it once. It was shortly after the one and only visit from my father. My grandfather had been highly concerned with the contract after that and, one day while sneaking around, I had glimpsed it rolled out on his desk. Heavy stones in each corner had held open the narrow, tan scroll. Its script was a dark sanguine that had shimmered with a gold sheen in the light. Despite only getting a glimpse, I had known what it was. It pulled similarly to the thread when I was near it. After learning more about arcana, I figured it had something to do with my ties to the contract and this thread that was planted in me. Knowing my grandfather, he’d keep the contract somewhere I couldn’t randomly stumble upon it. He had a carefully crafted lie to protect, after all. 

I crept up the stairs, pausing at the top and focused on the pulling tingle I felt. I walked down the corridor slowly, pausing every few steps and closed my eyes to focus. I suspected it might be in the room he kept other archives in, but I had to be sure. I passed several doors—a study, a sunroom, and a storage room. A few more steps and I stopped in front of the archive room. I could feel the tingling pull of the contact beyond the seal of the locked door. My grandfather was in the habit of locking all his doors—even his smoking parlor—with arcane locks. This was also where the glyph originated, the one that prevented portal travel. The powerful glyph spanned the entire main estate. I knew how arcane locks worked, if I could disengage the lock, my grandfather would sense his spell was disturbed. 

I had always daydreamed about subverting the restrictive arcana and sneaking around the estate, but there had never really been a reason for me to actually test its limitations…till now.

I pulled a pinch of black sand from the small pouch and held it tightly in my fist as I sidestepped to the wall next to the door. I stretched my fingers up the wall as high as I could and began outlining a large circle, all while I mumbled arcana-laced words to the wall. 

“Give a passage to me.”

The spell Passage bloomed across the wall in a shimmering green light. A hole large enough for me appeared where I had traced my fingers. I cackled quietly to myself. The Transmutation spell didn’t technically invoke a portal. 

I noticed the glyph on the floor immediately. Inlays of intricate, swirled metals glowed blue, forming an angular symbol across the tile floor. It was indeed the Palisade glyph. I stepped through the threshold I’d created and looked around. 

Shelves were filled with all matter of rare and exquisite items my grandfather collected. Across each of the highest shelves sat a knife on a wooden stand. A flare of the tingle compelled me to look to the left side of the room. I took measured steps toward the cabinets and shelves that lined the wall. 

I pulled one drawer open slowly. A collection of velvet wrapped items sat neatly before me, but my eyes drew to the first one. I picked it up and felt that tingle trickle through my fingertips. I unwrapped the velvet's edge to reveal the warm, narrow tan parchment of my contract. 

I quickly wrapped it back in its velvet sleeve and tucked it into my inner jacket pocket. Then, I closed the drawer and slipped back out through the entrance I’d created before dispelling it. I was grateful my connection to the contract had helped me recover it quickly, but something bore a pit in my stomach. 

Had it been too easy?








  
  
Chapter five



I watched my footing as I snuck downstairs, lifting my head at the last step to check for my grandfather’s butlers—and almost bumped face-first into one standing in the foyer. 

“Ah, Miss Vendelfrey. The Master would like to have a word with you.” The man gestured towards the drawing room. 

I straightened my jacket and walked in. The drawing room always had cut flowers positioned on tables under each tall window that lined the wall. It would have been a benign decorating choice to any other person. I saw them for what they were. Trapped—forced to decay indoors instead of thriving in the sun. It was how my grandfather treated everything he controlled. The expansive, brightly lit drawing room felt at odds with the dark connecting hall that led to his office. I slowed before the door, left ajar, and listened. Suddenly, another voice spoke and I froze.

“Is that your decision?” My mother asked in a frustrated tone. 

There was a long, tense silence before my grandfather answered. 

“What would you have me do, Lydia?” His emotionless voice reverberated in the air between me and the door. “She’s decided she’s done with training. Now, we can make use of her.” 

What?

My stomach twisted as I awaited my mother’s reply. 

“You’re not worried about potential retribution?” There was a sharp bite to her voice. “What if the family realizes what’s been done?” 

“I’ve already seen to it that won’t happen. The girl will marry the Gisenwald’s second son, and you’ll never have to see her again.”

I waited for her reply. My heart pounded in my ears as each second moved on.

“Paul’s been in contact with the Silver Sands. The captain will take the meeting to show you what they have on board.” My mother went on, changing the subject to my stepfather’s work. 

Paul had married my mother shortly after I was born. He’d never spoken a single word to me. They had three daughters together, my half-sisters: Cordelia, Amberlynn, and Lynette. 

I let my mother and grandfather toil on into more mundane conversation and my nerves began to settle. I might as well confront them now. See if my exiting the picture of my own volition would free me of the fate he described. 

I glanced behind me towards the entrance to the drawing room. The door was still open, good. I swirled my finger and summoned a Mystic Hand. It flew across the room leaving a trail of blue spectral dust in its wake, and pulled the door shut as if I had just entered. The sound of the door echoed across the room and the conversation in the study fell into a guarded silence. I counted to ten in my head, breathed in quietly, and gently knocked on the half-open door. 

“Grandfather?” I asked, speaking softly and waiting for permission to enter. I knew he would be pleased if played submissive to his control. 

“Ah, it’s you, Grace. Come in.”

I sucked in a breath before walking in. It always felt unusual to hear the name they had given me. My birth name, Grace. I much preferred my chosen name—the name that freed me from them.

I pushed the door open and saw my mother leaning against a built-in bookshelf that spanned the entire wall. She had her arms crossed and head tilted, looking down at me with deep blue eyes flanked by dark lashes. Her brown hair, laced with gray, was braided up around her head, crowning her gaunt face—which looked even more sallow since the last time I had seen her. 

My grandfather sat in a massive, fur-lined chair behind his grandiose desk. Parchments were spread all across the shiny, cherry-colored wood. His signing quill—a single plume of golden peacock, the rarest variety—rested on its stand close to him. He motioned for me to sit in the single, plain chair across from him, the one reserved for those he subverted his power over. 

Strike one against me. 

I lowered myself on the edge of the chair. I felt like a child again, waiting in this very chair to be told what I must do to garner sympathy and influence his bargains with other lords. 

His cold, gray-blue eyes targeted me from his towering vantage point. “How was your graduation ceremony?” 

I reached into my inner jacket pocket. I pushed the velvet-wrapped contract aside and pulled out the small scroll from Arcana Prima Lorrel. Lowering my head first to show respect, I extended it towards him. He opened a drawer and pulled out a small set of bifocals, placing them towards the end of his nose before he accepted the rolled ivory parchment. He pulled the indigo ribbon, breaking the wax seal. The scroll unrolled and he read it out loud. 

“Esteemed Lord Bernard Vendelfrey the Third, we have the utmost joy in informing you that your adopted granddaughter, Grace…”

Even Arcana Prima had been enthralled with this narrative.

“…has received the highest marks ever recorded upon completing her apprentice program in the School of Transmutation. We will record the Vendelfrey surname upon the wall of noteworthy wizard graduates, between the famous M. Vanguard and C. Wayne.” He lowered the scroll, eyes darting between my mother and I. “Michael Vanguard, he’s the one that invented the airship, yes?” 

Mother curled her eyebrows up in disinterest. 

“Yes, Grandfather,” I answered in an obedient monotone. “He used a mixture of Evocation and Divination arcana to craft the first thruster that later evolved to the modern ones used today, like in the Skyliner Twin Thruster airship.” 

He shifted that icy gaze to me, but he nodded in approval. “Ah yes, the Skyliners …” he trailed off in thought.

I was skilled at behaving how he expected me to, being what he wanted me to be—anything to keep his ire away from me. 

He readjusted his bifocals and returned to reading the scroll in his hand. “We would love to continue Grace’s education if she chooses to return. She need not apply formally, only send notice of her arrival for the next term. It would be an honor to further elevate Grace’s skills…blah blah blah.” He flipped the small scroll over to see if there was anything on the back. “Well, that was nice of Mrs. Lorrel,” he said. 

“Grandfather,” I said swiftly, “I have immensely appreciated your support as I achieved honors at Midor’s.” My voice trembled as I recited the practiced lie. “And—and I do not wish to place any further burden on you, so I would like to accept a job offer performing Transmutation…so that I may fund myself. There—there’s a research facility that—” I wavered when he brought his hand up to silence me. 

“Yes, I thought that after graduating you’d want to get out and experience life beyond the estate.” He added volume to his voice as if it made his words more important. 

My stomach twisted again. I glanced at my mother. Her eyes were fixed on me in a dead stare. It was a familiar look—a warning—the closest thing to kindness she’d ever given me. I clenched my hands in my lap, wondering if I’d already lost the battle. 

“So I’ve made arrangements for you to marry Heinrich Gisenwald. In exchange, Lord Gisenwald is going to permit me to expand my mining operation into his territory with only a twenty percent cut on the exported materials.”

“Marry?” I said, stunned. “Why would they want me? I—I don’t…Please…” 

Grandfather slammed his hand on the desk. The sound made both my mother and I jump. I felt the warmth drain from my body. 

“This is not a request,” he said firmly, a sharp sear to his words. “What you have, Grace, is a name. My name. My name means that your body is worth something to my allies. And now, with the prestige that academy awarded you, I can negotiate a higher value exchange for you,” he sneered. 

Tears started welling in my eyes. “Grandfather, please let me serve you in another…” My words faded as soon as I saw the muscles in his face twitch.

I lowered my eyes to his desk as he opened a drawer. He pulled out a bit of aluminum filament, pinching it tightly between his fingers where it sizzled—a Mindtell. A moment later, one of his tall, scarred guardsmen bound in leather led a woman by the arm. The guardsman threw her on the floor between my mother and me, the soil-stained apron of the gardeners fanned across her legs. The woman began crying in a panic.

“Please my Lord,” the woman groveled, “I don’t understand what I—” 

“Quiet!” 

His order cut off her pleas, silencing her. 

He dug through his drawer and targeted me again with his gray-blue eyes. “Now that you’re such a practiced student of Transmutation, I’m sure I don’t need to explain to you which advanced spell I’m going to use.” He set a small lodestone on the desk, its dull, porous surface seemingly innocuous—until the even smaller blue container was laid next to it. 

I froze. He was gathering spell materials. 

I was vastly outmatched against my grandfather. With the flick of a finger, he’d have this whole room in flames if he wished. Could I do anything? If I interfered, he could turn the spell on me—or something worse. My mind raced for any solution.

My stomach dropped when I saw the powdered gold that he pinched from the blue container. He rubbed the powder between his fingers and it glowed as it fell slowly through the air towards the lodestone. The dust shifted into little runes along its surface. He lifted the stone—an amplifier— in his palm and then looked at the woman who was still sobbing softly on the ground. 

“This woman stole from me,” my grandfather said. 

“Please, my Lord,” she begged. “I promise I won’t—” 

“Cyrus.” Grandfather looked at the waiting guardsman.

Cyrus stepped closer to the woman and kicked her side with his dark leather boot. She wailed and curled up on the floor, clutching her ribs and sobbing. 

My body went rigid in the chair, as if even the slightest movement would draw the aim of that lodestone. Powerful spells required precise concentration to focus their deadly aim.

“As I was saying, I take stealing very seriously. Especially concerning items from my private archive.” His eyes locked on me. 

Did he know? He had to know. But why was this woman here?

“Thanks to your foolish mother, you bear my name. If you disobey me, attempt to steal its use from me, your fate will be much worse than this.” He stood from his chair. 

I gripped the armrests to mask my shaking limbs and slid my eyes to the side. My mother’s expression was an emotionless mask—like she’d watched him do this a thousand times and was numb to it. 

“Wait!” I pleaded. “She didn’t steal anything, I was the one that entered your archive.” I shook as the rattling words spilled from me. 

“I know,” he said, leaning over his desk. His eyes flicked between me and the woman crying on the floor. “You can keep the contract, Grace. I won’t have a need for it anymore after I send you to the Gisenwald’s.” 

He lifted the lodestone, now fully glowing like the dust, and extended his hand to the woman on the floor. 

“Let me demonstrate the consequences of stealing.”

“No—wait—!” the woman wailed.

The glowing stone focused into a pulsing beam, shooting across the desk and piercing the woman lying prone on the floor. She let out a sharp cry of pain before her mouth stretched unnaturally wide. Her skin twisted away and her clothing began crumbling into pieces.

Memories I had long since buried and forgotten resurfaced. Moments with my half-sisters where we heard sharp cries and sizzling through the all-too-thin windows of one of the lounges.

The beam of light finally narrowed and then blipped out. The woman’s grayed, contorted figure held its form for just a moment, then it spilled like fine dust across the floor. A thin, silvery stream of smoke floated up from the heap of dust as if he had snuffed out an incense. I had never seen the Deteriorate spell cast on a living creature, but it was more brutal and horrifying than I had imagined. My grandfather looked on at it with disinterest, as simply a mess for another servant to sweep up later.

“Now,” my grandfather’s voice boomed, and I flinched again, “in three days, I’ll deliver you to Lord Gisenwald.” He sat back down in his fur-lined chair. “Don’t steal from me again, Grace.” He placed the lodestone and blue tin back in the drawer and slammed it shut. “Leave us. I have other matters to discuss with your mother.” He shuffled parchments on his desk, searching for a specific one, as if ending the poor woman’s life was a mundane task. 

Wasting no time, I got up, turned around—not daring to look at my mother or the gray pile of human dust spilled on the floor—and retreated to my room. My skin crawled, feeling as if his cruel eyes followed me mercilessly, no matter the floors or walls I put between us.








  
  
Chapter six



I rushed up one of the curved staircases of the foyer. My vision darkened as I passed the quarters for the maids. I could hear my heart pounding in my ears as I reached the end of the women’s wing and slipped past my door. 

Shutting the door behind me, I pressed my back into the wood, still trembling in silent shock. I surveyed the room like any shadow or crevice might conceal some danger. But my room was as I had left it, only dustier. That was nothing unusual. The unfinished wood floor panels met four plain walls as they always did. A patchwork quilt Freda had helped me sew a few years ago laid spread across my bed. Light reflected off the thin layer of dust on it. Just like the gray dust now scattered across my grandfather’s office. 

Her scream, how her clothes and skin stretched—

My reality flooded back over me and I sank to the floor. If I hadn’t stolen the contract, would she still be alive? Had he planned on killing her anyway? Had this been his plan all along? That, on the threat of death, I was to be sold. For access to land and reduced tariffs. 

For a few moments, I regretted leaving Midor’s after gaining the apprentice title. If I had stayed and continued my studies into my master’s, maybe I would have prolonged the inevitable just a little. Maybe my father would have come back for me. But…the thread had changed—changed how it pulled on me. I couldn’t stand the thought of being trapped there when my real fate—that tug of the thread—was pulling so forcefully on me. 

I had to get out. 

Freda and I had agreed to meet to do research. I needed to tell her what was going on—to help me plot an escape. 

I scrambled for the opening of the silk pouch in my pocket, and pulled out a bit of aluminum filament. I slipped the cool metal between my fingertips and concentrated. 

“Freda? It’s worse case scenario here—I need your help—”

The filament flashed hot orange and I yelped, dropping it to the floor where it melted into molten bubbles before burning a hole in the wood floor and disintegrating.

I blinked, looking at the faint burn marks across my fingers. That was unusual. I was lucky too—whatever hellborn traits I had been given, resistance to heat was one of them. A human would have lost a few fingers.

I snapped a finger to cast Mage Lights—and a sharp, sparking flash popped between my fingers.

“Ack!” I shook my hands out.

It…couldn’t be. 

I leaped up and turned to the door, cracking it open. Down the long dark hall towards the mezzanine I saw one of my grandfather’s guardsmen, carrying a melon sized red glass orb. He set it delicately on an obsidian pillar at the table there.

Of course. I clenched my teeth and swallowed the groan that crept up my throat. I clicked the door shut and collapsed on my bed. The red orbs…I knew what they were. 

Mordoch’s Void. 

Enchanted to emit an invisible field for a set diameter that prevents the use of magic. I recounted what was common history to the students of arcana. Midor had been the scholar and founder of the academy. His brother Mordoch, had been the tinkerer. Their sister, Morgana, had been described as the pragmatist. Little was known about her but she had a knack for showing up when her brothers least expected and finding the one detail of their plans that made the entire thing fail. I huffed out a breath. If only you could pray to a long dead ancient wizard instead of the gods—perhaps I could find the flaw in this plan to detain me.

The next day I began my Morgana-inspired approach by charting the field diameter and location of each void orb. I memorized each calculation, before retreating to my room to transcribe the notations in a notebook. Everywhere I ambled I was watched. I almost relished it—the thought that my grandfather was suspicious of my ability to unravel this arcane prison. 

Sitting at the desk, my eyes flowed down each diagram and calculation I’d drawn. I had hoped there was a gap in the fields. Some part of the estate where two orbs didn’t quite overlap. I sighed, closing the book and shoving it across the desk. I turned my attention to the contract, still wrapped in velvet and waiting at the edge of my desk to the left. 

I reached for it and rolled it open. The sanguine ink shimmered with a gold tint in the light just as I remembered. The script flowed across the scroll in tight lines first—the common language. I scanned the angular, slanted script below it. I admired it for a moment. The ways the characters connected and filled the negative space of each row of words. How parts of it looked like the tips of flame. The Infernal language was so beautiful. I wished I could read it. Infernal, along with just about everything having to do with the Nine Circles of Hell, was off limits at Midor’s. 

My mother’s signature at the bottom was a deep brown—her blood had long since coagulated and dried with the sealing of my fate. I brushed my thumb gently over the blood inked signature. I recalled a time when her hands had been speckled with the spray of long dried blood. 

It was a year after my father had visited me. I’d heard the coach bring her back late at night, and I’d crept through the shadows to find her alone. I clutched the button my father had given me. It pushed me to be brave enough to beg her for what my soul desired.

She had been curled up in a blue cushioned chair in front of the fireplace in the lounge room. She stared into the wavering fingers of flame as she clutched a glass of amber liquid in one hand. Dirt was packed under her fingernails and dark flecks—like her dried signature on the contract—had been sprayed across her hand.

I crept free of my hiding spot and swallowed past a lump in my throat. “Mom? Can you send me away to live with my father?”

I realized later when I was older how much it had probably hurt to hear me address the devil who had deceived her as such.

“You can’t leave the estate, Grace,” she said to me, still staring into the flickering flames. “He won’t let you.”

“Can’t you convince Grandfather?” I asked in a whimper. “Please?”

“He doesn’t listen to me,” she said quietly. Her eyes had shifted from the flames over to me. “I can’t leave the estate either, unless he orders me to.” 

“Like today?” I asked.

She ground her teeth, pressing her lips tight as if recalling what she’d been forced to do that day. Then she blinked it away, shoving it behind a practiced shield. She took a sip of the amber drink. 

“If you are lucky, you won’t have to do the things I’ve had to. You’ll be married into another family, and this won’t be your fate.” Her hand trembled. 

It had been one of the few times I heard her express something positive about my future. My eyes drifted back to her blood-splattered hands, and she caught my gaze.

Raising the hand in her lap, she fanned her fingers across the other, casting the spell I now knew to be Spotless. The dirt and blood shimmered pale blue then vanished. She switched the glass over and repeated the spell to make both hands pristinely clean. 

I remembered staring wide-eyed. I hadn’t known she was a wizard. Like my grandfather. Like me.

“Go to sleep, Grace,” she breathed. “He’ll be arriving soon.” She fixed me with her deep blue stare and whispered, “Don’t let him see you.” 

I wondered now if my fate had originally been worse, and she’d negotiated a marriage arrangement for me…It didn’t matter. I didn’t want to marry a stranger even if it was a means of escape. I already knew where I wanted to escape to.

I rerolled the scroll and wrapped it in its protective velvet, placing it carefully in my travel bag alongside my spell book.

By the end of my third day under estate arrest, my research paid off and I had found a small space in the corner of the patio greenhouse where the two nearest anti-arcana fields didn’t overlap for about a foot and a half. 

I squeezed my body into the exact spot, pretending to take an extreme interest in the half-dying plant on a shelf so I could be out of view of the guardsman assigned to shadow me. Cyrus stood at the greenhouse foyer, drifting between plants and monitoring each exit. I waited till he turned away and slid a small bit of aluminum filament out from my sleeve, concealing it between my fingers. 

Casting Mindtell, I concentrated on Freda before I sent the message.

“Freda, it’s Reign. Things have gone bad here. I need to escape. How do I get to your home? Reply now—there’s void orbs.”

As I finished, my filament sizzled and crumbled in my hand. I let out a sigh of relief. No backlash—no flashing hot pain. It had worked. I felt guilty not already knowing the answer to my question, having never been allowed to visit her like a best friend should. I had never been allowed to leave the estate. Midor’s was the most freedom I had been allowed. Grandfather didn’t want outsiders prying into my origin, challenging his carefully crafted lie. 

I glanced back over to Cyrus. He turned towards one of the nearby doors and then the entire garden was flooded with the cackling of my two eldest half-sisters. I spun around to face them as they entered my section of the greenhouse, careful not to move my body from the secret opening I’d found. 

The older of the two, Cordelia, led my middle sister, Amberlynn, between the rows of plants by their linked arms. They looked pleased with themselves, an air they usually had when they returned home from the local town to purchase ribbons, gawk at boys, or whatever pointless activities they deemed worthy of their time. They often left my youngest sister, Lynnette, behind. Cordelia was tall, like my mother, with brown hair and the same indifferent stare. Amberlynn was a bit more eccentric, with golden hair like Paul, though her gaze also felt like the cold steel of a blade on my skin. They both wore matching blue dresses today, each in a different design.

Cordelia towed Amberlynn closer, her eyes on me like a panther between the green palms. She brought them to a halt about six feet away, their dresses swaying with the abrupt stop. I braced for the strike of words I knew was coming.

“Let me guess, Grace,” she sneered. “You are so lonely you are trying to commune with the horticulture?” She used the nasally tone typical of high-born ladies. I thought it sounded ridiculous. 

I said nothing and held her stare. What was taking Freda so long to answer?

Amberlynn leaned in, her eyes wide and a crooked, unsettling smile painted on her face. “Maybe she’s picking out flowers for her wedding?” she crooned in a soft, melodic tone. 

The mask I wore to hide my emotions dropped and I scowled as a mixture of both fear and revulsion surged through me. 

Cordelia smiled. “Oh dear Amby, I think you’ve upset her…” She leaned in towards me and shifted her tone lower. “I hear Heinrich won’t even let the family dogs in the house. What’s he going to do when he sees you have teeth and a tail?” 

“Maybe he’ll cut it off.” Amberlynn made a motion with her fingers like the snipping of scissors.

This was their preferred method of bullying me. Attempts to fill my head with images of losing the parts of me that made me different. The parts I always carefully hid. A thousand cruel things I would say to fight back burned up my throat, but I needed to hold out long enough to hear from Freda. 

As if on cue, Freda’s voice flooded my head. 

“Home is too far for Mindtell directions. Meet at mom’s sewing shop in Camber’s Province town square.”

I let out a shallow breath of relief, trying to reassemble my mask. Freda was right, Mindtell limited the length of communication. This was faster.

I pushed myself away from the gap in the void orb’s field, brushing past the girls without saying a word. I knocked shoulders with Cordelia, unlinking her from Amberlynn. “Sorry,” I mumbled to curb suspicion of my true intention to rile her. I slipped around Cyrus, who seemed to disregard the entire interaction as quarreling sisters. Good. 

I passed the twin staircase in the foyer and wondered if the Gisenwalds had as grandiose a house as this one. I had never met Heinrich Gisenwald. I had hardly met anyone who would have been considered eligible in my circle had I been born a human. Even if he was nice, it would be difficult to fall for someone when it was arranged like this. And then there was the thought of having sex with someone who was practically a stranger. Even when things were at their best with Luka, I’d always wondered if that kind of intimacy was always supposed to feel…mechanical. 

What was I thinking? It didn’t matter if intimacy with Heinrich would feel different. I needed to focus on my escape plan. 

I laid on my bed and stared at the ceiling as I mulled over my options. Priority number one was to get as far away from my grandfather as possible. He wouldn’t fall for illusions or tricks like his guardsmen might.

Grandfather hated taking the coach and would likely send me off alone. When the driver stopped to water and feed the horses in the next town, I’d cast Arcane Twin and send my arcane duplicates off in several directions. Then I could make it the rest of the way on foot, hidden. How many guardsmen would he send with me? How many duplicates could I make at once? What if they brought a void orb on the coach?

I spent the night and the following morning reviewing Arcane Twin transcribed in my spell book and imprinted it in my mind. Its material requirements were simple ones, a bit of parchment and ink. I was glad I had practiced it before and this was just review. At Midor’s we transcribed, over and over, the directions for casting. Then followed them methodically like science. Over and over and over. At that thought, a sinking feeling weighed heavy in my stomach. How did wizards outside the academy learn anything new? How would I learn anything new? 

I waited and at nightfall, right on cue, a pair of guardsmen escorted me to the foyer downstairs. My enchanted chest was placed on the floor by the guardsmen, but my bag, tight against my back, held my most important possessions.

I stood as far as I could from the green bust’s diamond-eyed stare in the dimly lit foyer, waiting for the man himself to arrive to send me off. I listened at the front door a few times, waiting to hear the clatter of the coach. But no such noise came. 

I heard the click of boot heels approaching on the marble and my stomach twisted.

“Are you ready, Grace?” My grandfather turned the corner. 

I looked back at the front door. Still no coach noises. I bit the inside of my cheek as I searched for the right thing to say—to find out what was happening without setting him off. The room seemed weighed down with a sudden darkness, the fear and anxiety closing in all around me.

“Did you think I’d really let you travel there in a mundane way? A way where many things can happen?” He pulled filament from his pocket as he strode closer. 

My fingers turned cold as I realized he was preparing to cast. Was I to be teleported straight to the Gisenwald’s estate? 

A tingle flitted through my mind—he had lowered the fields of the void orbs. He turned away and held the filament before his face—probably to Mindtell Lord Gisenwald of our arrival. Had he deactivated the Palisade glyph as well? 

This was my chance. I had to try something—another tingle rose up my back followed by a warm brush of arcana.

Another spell was being cast. 

I turned my head and caught sight of a shadowy, black smoke flowing up from the marble floor directly behind me. The ribbons of shadow bubbled until a translucent, humming door hung in the air like dark mist. The shadows swirled, hardening into a single, obsidian knob—the only materially solid thing on the door. 

I peeked back over my shoulder to see that my grandfather was still communicating with Lord Gisenwald. He had not noticed. 

I squeezed the prepared slip of parchment in my pocket, and cast Arcane Twin, sending my duplicate running past my grandfather. It caught his gaze immediately and he began shouting. I gripped the obsidian knob and twisted, pushing the shadow door open, and rushed past its misty veil. I whirled to pull the door shut behind me. At the last second I caught sight of my grandfather. He’d stopped short of pursuing my duplicate and was beginning to turn around. 

I slammed the door shut.
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