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Courtship by Marginalia

	By Eliza J. Fitzwilliam
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	Felix approached the small, familiar archive with equal parts anticipation and dread. The wintertime weather matched his contrary mood, offering gorgeous late rays of sunlight piercing through a lingering fog and a cold chill. He’d spent the afternoon at his department’s end-of-term party ahead of the winter break, wishing colleagues the best as they whizzed off to their holidays and gamely wading through congratulations as the news that his manuscript was off for final edits circulated the room. The party had run longer than he’d accounted for, and the lingering fizz on his skin from the festive illusion cantrips left him grateful for the bracingly cold air as he walked to the museum.

	Inside, the Barrington Museum of the History and Science of Magic was a study in contrasts to the outside and Felix’s own emotions. The warmth fogged his glasses despite their inlaid charms, and the excited chatter of parents and their school-aged kids taking refuge from the chill was festive and alive. Felix quickly veered off to the archive in the much-quieter western wing. He waved his lanyard with its complex layers of imbued permissions at the various gates and doors as he walked through the warren of corridors until he reached the reading room, slightly winded.

	The Barrington Archive, like many of the older buildings in town, was poorly retrofitted for its new purpose; its Victorian sensibilities clashed badly with the institutional chic of the major renovations of the late ’80s. It took patience and practice to navigate successfully, which meant Felix usually reached his destination only after at least one turn down a misleading corridor.

	The reading room was closing when he arrived: near-empty save for an unfamiliar young woman, bundled for braving the cold, standing at the desk with the banked impatience of one waiting for a friend to finish up. She was crafting an elaborate illusion as she waited, an idle but precise thing, layering the facets and features of the nearby Jadner Central Library. It was lovely work. Felix didn’t want to interrupt her efforts, but the soft snick of the door closing behind him was loud enough to jolt her from her crafting, and she lost control of the spell. The sight of the spell’s slow unravelling was both tragic and perversely comical, but her cheeks were already bright red with embarrassment, so Felix refrained from commenting on the spectacle of the slow melting of the edifices, like a tiered cake left to puddle in front of a roaring fire. He merely gave her the standard, somewhat awkward smile of greeting that was trademark among strangers making eye contact unexpectedly and mouthed, Sorry.

	“Ah shit, didn’t expect to see anyone,” she said, waving off his apology. After taking in his scholarly appearance and the way he was wielding a staff lanyard like a warding bell, she asked, “Are you Risa’s post-doc researcher?”

	“I guess I must be,” Felix said with a small laugh, because Risa liked to claim that any scholars who came through the archive were hers by association. “Felix Elmswarren.” He offered a small wave between divesting himself of his gloves and stuffing them into his coat pocket.

	“Felix!” Risa herself emerged from the office, interrupting the introductions. “I’m glad I caught you before closing up. I know Doctor Oakmoor gave you out-of-hours access, but I wanted to say goodbye before I headed off for the break.”

	“Hi, Risa,” Felix said, bringing up a smile for the enthusiastic young archive assistant. “Great to see you.”

	“Did you have a chance to meet Dani?” Risa asked, gesturing to the other woman with a besotted smile that had Felix rewrite his understanding of their relationship from presumed friends to likely girlfriends.

	“I have now,” Felix said. “Nice to meet you, Dani.”

	“Likewise.”

	“I’m glad you’ve met,” Risa said, pulling on her coat in a way that managed to not get it caught on her sleek black hair. “Dani’s been hearing about the archive for so long without actually meeting anyone who works here that she’s started to accuse me of making people up.”

	“It wouldn’t be the first time,” Dani cut in with a teasing smile. “I’m with the art school, so Risa telling me about her research and her researchers is as good as a podcast while I’m painting. But I am convinced she runs out of stories before I’m done and starts inventing people.” Risa’s own research, Felix knew, related to some grisly medico-magical files that the Barrington had boxes of, so he could imagine wanting to offer a lighter topic of discussion.

	“Art school,” Felix said, not brave enough to wade into a couple’s teasing sortie. “That explains the illusion magic.”

	“Oh, did she show you her work?” Risa asked, all beaming pride.

	“Felix startled me when he came in, so he got to watch my Jadner illusion collapse,” Dani told Risa, who made a mournful sound.

	“Tragedy,” Risa said, pausing in her packing to pantomime tears.

	With permission from Peter Oakmoor, the new head archivist, to come and go as he pleased, and with the need to balance his work at the array labs with this short-term research project, Felix had originally planned to stick to out-of-hours research. He hadn’t been expecting to make a new friend. But when he’d first visited to get the lay of the archive, Risa had recognised him from an Arrays and Runeology of the Early-Modern Period course he had taught and took it upon herself to keep up to date with his progress. Enjoying her enthusiasm, Felix had increasingly arrived before Risa closed up.

	“Here to do some work on your boy?” Risa asked before immediately adding, because it was an entirely redundant question, “I’ve got his journals set up in your usual corner. Plus, because you are my favourite researcher here”—she cheekily gestured to the empty room—“I left you the least scratchy of our blankets. The heating system should be good ’til midnight, but you know how it is…” The pipes and back-up heating spells in the building were infamously unreliable due to some undergraduate seminar gone awry in the ’80s. Felix was moved by Risa’s kindness, and thanked her.

	Felix could see Dani looking between them with undisguised curiosity, likely trying to place which of Risa’s researchers he was, so he offered, “I’ve been hired to work on the Nathanial Brightling journals.” At her look of blinking incomprehension—but not disinterest—Felix ventured to continue, politeness warring with his desire to talk about Brightling. “He was a brilliant magical researcher in the 1820s, a specialist in arrays. He was a contemporary of Selkirk but was never part of that set.” At the mention of Selkirk, Dani straightened in recognition of a Name. Very few students of any discipline could graduate without some passing familiarity with Selkirk. Alongside libraries, institutes, and buildings across the magical academic world, James Selkirk had given his name to the Selkirkian array standards that most students started out learning.

	“Brightling disappeared early into his career, in the winter of 1827,” Felix continued, “so he never became as well-known or influential as Selkirk, but he was doing fantastic work before he vanished. He even taught Barrington for a couple of years.”

	“That’s why he’s our favourite, and why we have the journals,” Risa said with the possessive pride of a scholar who treated institutional ties the same way others did football teams.

	“Exactly,” Felix agreed with a laugh, still feeling a bit like a preacher in the church of Brightling. “I’ve been hired to make his work more accessible.”

	The Brightling journals were too array-heavy for simple scanning, so they had been neglected in the Barrington’s push for digitalisation. Not that Felix could blame them. The Telmeai research group in the ’90s had learned the dangers of digitally scanning arrays the hard way, when their labs had been stuck in time for nearly three months before a team of the best countercasters could layer together a nullification that freed the last technician. It was only when a private funder came forward with money specifically for the task that the digitalisation of the Brightling journals moved up the list of priorities. As part of his transcription, Felix would carefully copy out Brightling’s arrays into a null field software for wider distribution.

	“I’m also offering my insights as an arrayist.” This part was the most interesting, and turned a week of work, depending on how fast Felix traced and typed, into something that he had been working at for nearly a month. It was fascinating work, but distant enough from his research to feel like a break. Felix’s own dissertation, and soon-to-be monograph, studied the intersection of materials and array outcomes. The traditional ink and chalk were still favoured for their stability, but his work had qualitatively demonstrated a range of media from linen thread to lipstick had advantages in certain circumstances. This was a generally held truism, but nobody before Felix had systematically proved that suspicion. It was an academic contribution bound to be exciting for his small community of scholars and a somewhat wider group of craftspeople.

	“He’s been hired to transcribe the journals and assess the existing and unfinished arrays,” Risa said, translating for her girlfriend whose brows had knit together in confusion at Felix’s sparse explanation. “And, obviously, solve the great mystery of Brightling’s disappearance.”

	“Oh?” Dani said, eyes bright with interest. “Do you have any idea?”

	“I’ve got the final set of pages to read today; the last entry is dated to the day he disappeared. So time will tell.” Nobody else working on Brightling’s journals had come to any widely accepted conclusions, so Felix didn’t love his chances of finding anything definitive. “But realistically, I think he was a brilliant, overworked, and overtired researcher who made a mistake when trying a new array and got stuck somewhere.”

	That dimmed their enthusiasm, and Felix felt like a prick. Though, in his defence, he hadn’t mentioned how he had spent the past weeks obsessively fretting over the balance of Brightling’s optimism against his evident loneliness, his brilliance against a clearly yearned-for respect from his peers. And even, if Felix had correctly read some coded asides about an intimate friendship gone awry, a queerness that cannot have been fun—or safe—in the 1820s. Still, he scrambled for something to say, not wanting to cast a pall over their evening; he had given his own up for a bad job. Felix had never felt grief for the end of a project before, but he didn’t know how else to describe the heavy feeling today’s work had created in him.

	“But hey, let me show you something cool that I learned in the journals,” Felix said, opening his bag and getting out his second-neatest copy of Brightling’s runic symbology guide. “In the early 1820s, it was the fashion for students and magicians to come up with a sigil of their name, as a signature and for array work. Brightling came up with a more elegant template than the standard.” Felix laid down the guide, pleased when both women peered over. He grabbed three of the scraps of paper left out for circulation numbers. “You start with letter groupings in your first name, and then you slowly pick up the rest of the letters of your full name, working in concentric circles, so it eventually looks like this.” He demonstrated with his own name in a practiced flourish.

	After some requisite oohs of appreciation, they set to trying on their own names. Dani was apparently a Daniela, and much better than Risa at getting the swoop between letter groupings. He commended their first attempts, but once it looked like they would set in to keep practicing, all prior rush clearly forgotten, Felix made to leave. A hushed conversation that Felix only caught half of suggested that they had met passing notes to each other in class, so Felix suspected he had triggered some nostalgic memory. Either way, Felix took the opportunity of their distraction to take his own name-sigil, make a quiet farewell, and sit down in his usual spot.

	He then set up, positioning the archival pillow to cradle the last volume of Brightling’s journals that Risa had fetched for him. Felix left his laptop in his bag for now and got out his notebook. He had already decided to focus on reading and note-taking rather than transcription today. Once everything was in place, he passed a small surge of magic into the painstakingly stitched array on his notebook, awakening the latent magic.

	He’d come up with this transliteration array, his most useful creation, in his last year as an undergraduate. Overwhelmed by the speed of work during a final-year research seminar, Felix had hit his books and pulled his array together from base principles. The array, once powered, created a non-magically infused copy of each page of text as he worked (this, he’d discovered after the squirrel incident of 2015, was essential), which allowed him to gloss and annotate at will. It saved Felix hours of meticulously recreating the various arrays he worked with. He would still need to transcribe the Brightling arrays as digital inputs, but with his own copies, that painstaking work could be done in the comfort of his flat, rather than in the archive.

	It had been this array, Felix suspected, that had won him the project. After they’d met in grad school, Felix’s fast friend, and now Head Archivist at Barrington, Peter Oakmoor had become enamoured with the array, often begging Felix to make transcriptions for him as well. And so when a wealthy donor had approached the Barrington hoping to finally bring Brightling’s work out of the archival depths, Peter had immediately contacted Felix. Felix figured it was about what Peter owed him for the hours spent helping with his transcriptions, but he had still taken Peter out for a pint in thanks.

	For all the benefits of Felix’s array, it had been no easy start. The first Brightling journals had been a struggle to gloss. At eighteen, Brightling had a tight, dense, almost impenetrable hand. Paper being expensive for a student, Brightling hadn’t wasted an inch. It was tough going, so bad that towards the end, Felix had written in his notebook, crammed next to a copy of an array that Brightling had squished onto the last page, “Brilliant guy, absolute nightmare to gloss—if he doesn’t chill out with the scribbling, I may have to try a new approach next journal.”

	Thankfully, by the time Felix had opened the next journal, Brightling had clearly decided he could afford the cost of paper and left more space between his writing. Brightling had continued to improve with each successive journal, offering increasing space between each of his jottings as the years went on. By his final journal, Brightling was leaving such inviting gaps that Felix felt almost rude not adding his own thoughts and commentary (in his own transcribed journal of course).

	Although, with more space, Felix’s commentary had veered from the practical and the academic to the increasingly personal. From adding, “Nice” and a quick doodle to Brightling’s account of stumbling out of his rooms tired and seeing a fox “as surprised to see me as the reverse”; to contributing “fuck this guy, he sounds like the worst” when Brightling described a visit from famed magical innovator James Selkirk, where the man had been rude about Nathanial’s ideas (“Jas. called upon me today, ate my best biscuits and intimated it would be better for all if I were to vacate the labs to let a more deserving scholar occupy. Will have to hex him, next I see him.”); to simply adding, “sexy stuff” when Brightling’s attempt at a new transportation array took him not to the college gates but rather chose to dump him in the river on a spring day, requiring him to strip down to whatever “shirtsleeves and smalls” were and soggily trek back to his rooms. (This had been a common occurrence as Brightling fine-tuned his transportation array. “Note to self,” one slightly water-logged page read, “take pains to avoid landing near ducklings in future. (Maybe a waterfowl avoidance clause?) The mother does not appreciate my presence.” The scene had amused Felix so greatly he’d doodled it: a soggy Brightling with a duckling on his head, captioned “Prof. Nat. Brightling collaborates with colleague (1824)”.)

	In this way, half of the commentary in Felix’s notebook was of minimal academic relevance, but he enjoyed engaging fully with Brightling’s words, and with the terms of his contract, he could afford to take his time. His… attachment to the long-gone magical scholar was by no means best academic protocol. But he needn’t ever publish on Nathanial Brightling, whom Felix wasn’t sure he could be impartial about for love nor money. He only needed to transcribe the journals and produce a report for his client, who was paying so extravagantly for the privilege that Felix figured some partiality was acceptable.

	His musing was interrupted by the sounds of Risa and Dani leaving for the night. They called out goodbyes that Felix just about managed to return before he opened the journal to his last-read entry. The words that Felix had been carrying around and fussing at like a well-worn trinket glared up at him in duplicate. “My array continues to bedevil me. I have the pieces but their configuration eludes me. This lonesome work wearies my soul.” Tired, cold, and overworked (the combined hit of marking season and the Barrington after-hours heating turning itself off in an act of well-timed malice), this entry had rung Felix like a bell. He’d scribbled a “stay strong” in his notebook, under the trace of Brightling’s words, and then packed up and taken the next day off. The sentiment had not been new for Brightling, whose isolation seemed to grow as the years went on, but it hit hard when Felix knew how few pages he had left to read.

	Today, settling down, Felix wrote the date and a note to himself in the space copied over that Brightling now left at the top of each page of his work: “Probably my last day of reading, ten pages to go.” He paused and then, in a fit of sentimentality, wrote, “I’m going to miss reading your words, Nathanial Brightling.” His chest clenched, a bodily reaction to the sadness that Felix had no intention of dwelling on, so he turned his attention to the last pages. The first page was an array, broken into components. Felix labelled each section, noting the attention that Brightling had paid to the focus of the array: summarising the new ideas, the continuing threads from previous field notes, before moving on.

	The next two pages were dense, almost frantically written, with Brightling’s hand tighter and messier than Felix had seen it since the first volume. Felix read through the equations, runes, and musings, cramming his thoughts and commentary around the copied traces of Brightling’s words where he could fit them. After two pages of this, he couldn’t resist writing at the bottom of the second page, “Please, Brightling, my kingdom for you to write normally again.”

	Thankfully, whatever had panicked Brightling had subsided by the next set of pages, and he was back to his later practice of ample space and careful legibility. Felix wrote an emphatic “thank you!” with a doodled heart on the first page of his copy of these more readable pages. The man may be long in the past, but Felix had been raised to show gratitude.

	After his early difficulty, Felix worked through the rest of the pages with alarming speed, noting any mistakes in and limitations of Brightling’s approach, only to be relieved with each turned page that Brightling had seemingly caught each mistake himself.

	After an hour had passed, Felix had only two pages left: one a complicated, full-page array; the other a short paragraph on the opposite page that Felix couldn’t quite bring himself to look at. He let his transcription spell work, tracing out both, eyes unfocussed, before looking carefully at the array.

	It was beautiful, a sophisticated transportation array that was a culmination of everything Brightling had been working towards, making use of and combining his interest in temporality, strictly defined foci, and self-reinforcing stabilising layers in complicated spells.

	It was also, tragically, unfinished.

	“You must have known,” Felix said, speaking aloud to a man long dead in the hush of an empty archive. “You were so brilliant, you must have known this wouldn’t have worked without a way to hold the definition of the focus.”

	Heartsore at the idea that Brightling’s last contribution was unfinished, Felix sketched out his best guesses for the missing sections in his notebook. When he looked down at his notes, he realised that his suggestions were telling on him. Sometime over the past month he had incorporated Brightling’s style of notation into his usual array practice.

	With reluctance, Felix turned his attention to the last, far-too-short page, and read the words: “I shall try tonight, nothing left for it. I worry I am being foolhardy, but I have to try. To believe is to trust.” and nothing else. The admixture of devastation and hope that filled Felix was heady. In an act of baseless optimism, he let himself imagine that Brightling really had managed whatever he was trying, and found somewhere safe, rather than become lost in the arcane tangle of the magic that they still did not understand.

	Felix was so focussed on his hopes for Nathanial that he almost, almost, didn’t notice the way a gleaming array was drawing itself on the cheap institutional carpet of the archive. But then, it was a rather big array, and the pulsing arcane glow was impressively potent, to say nothing of the ear-popping pressure of powerful magic being done in such an enclosed space, nor the way that Felix’s journal notes seemed to pulse with their own arcane light.

	At this scale, it took Felix several long moments to recognise the complex layers of glyphs and runes as those he had added to Brightling’s final array moments earlier. Before he could grapple with this, a figure was emerging through a rift, first as an indistinct silhouette, then as an increasingly discernible one, until they fully emerged and stumbled forward.

	Felix pushed out of his chair and reached to grab the figure, barely making it to him before he crashed against one of the unoccupied desks. Reading rooms were not designed for practical array work, and space was tight. Felix’s mind was stuck in the rut of his grief over reaching the end of Brightling’s journals. He could vaguely understand that he was looking at, and now supporting, a man who had emerged from the array—a somewhat scruffy looking one at that, in a loose shirt and strangely fitting trousers and a deeply unfashionable pair of glasses.

	The man straightened, glancing around the room, eyes darting and face a confusion of emotions, but he did not release his hold on Felix. Instead, when he had done his survey, he peered back at Felix and said, accent oddly unplaceable, “Is this 2025?”

	“It is,” Felix said, mind a whir shouting impossibilities at him, trying to make him believe in something unbelievable. He tightened his hold on the man’s arm and looked at him. He was handsome, the more grounded part of Felix’s brain told him: a few years younger than himself, paler, with striking blue-green eyes. Felix didn’t know enough about hairstyles to say for sure, but there was something distinctly outdated about the man’s hair.

	“And are—” the man said, voice betraying him with a crack, “please, are you Elmswarren? Felix Elmswarren?”

	“I am. Who—?” At Felix’s confirmation, the man had slumped forward like his strings had been cut, obliging Felix to take more of his weight. The array was fading, its glow fizzling away, leaving only the lingering press of powerful magic and the man.

	“I hoped it would work,” the man said hoarsely. He was shaking against Felix now, a tremble that could be tears, laughter, or an adrenaline crash. Probably some mix of the three. It might only be the aftereffects of magic exhaustion, but feeling how the man was clinging to him, Felix suspected there was more to it. As it was, Felix found that he could only cling back and try to accept the impossible.

	“I should thank you for your final help,” the man said when his shivering had diminished. “I had the start of it, but only trusted my work when your additions matched my best suppositions.”

	“Nathanial?” Felix ventured, because really who else could it be. “Nathanial Brightling?”

	“Have you been collaborating with many other men from across history?” Nathanial grumbled, even as Felix hauled him into something between a hug and a more propped-up slump. He was still speaking into Felix’s neck, the words indistinct. What mattered was how he was holding on, grip tight.

	“I didn’t realise I was collaborating with you.” Felix said, holding Nathanial just as tightly. The fabric under his fingers felt strange, and the smell of Nathanial under the ozone scorch of powerful magic was a bundle of scents he couldn’t place. They did things differently in the nineteenth century, Felix thought inanely.

	Nathanial was clearly content to slump for the moment, likely recuperating from the exertion. Quite frankly, with the amount of magic he would have had to sink into an array of that size to safely travel some two hundred years across time, Felix was amazed he could still string sentences together. As only a witness to such a tremendous feat of magic, Felix’s brain was flinging questions at him like a tennis volley.

	“My transcription spell!” was where his ferret-run of a brain lingered. “It was working both ways?”

	“Quite.” Nathanial agreed, “though familiarising myself with some of your language was no easy matter.”

	Felix would be amused by the idea of a man of the early nineteenth century deciphering his twenty-first century slang once he could dwell on it. “And now you are here.”

	“So I am. You should have refrained from engaging with a lonely man’s work so deeply,” Nathanial said, almost defensively, with a sniff. “One cannot help but get ideas.”

	“I’m not complaining,” Felix insisted, almost giddy. He’d helped facilitate the only time travel in recorded history. “I’m just surprised. I didn’t think anything like this was possible.” He carefully did not dwell on the fact that a week ago at drinks with friends, when they reached the stage of asking random questions, Usha had asked who they would most want to meet from history. Felix had said Nathanial Brightling without thinking, and then blushed damningly in a way that told his friends he had not been thinking only of the intellectual value of such a meeting.

	It was beyond belief, and Felix pulled back to really look at Nathanial. He looked exactly as Felix had pictured him while reading his journals, but human and real. Waspishly handsome, eyes brightly intelligent, with the charming rumple of a scholar in the grips of research. Felix’s eyes kept catching on little human imperfections: a smudge of ink on his jaw, a stubborn lock of hair, the lined furrows on his brow as if he spent hours scrunching up his face in thought.

	“I am brilliant,” Nathanial said loftily. “And I had help.” This latter was gentler, and Felix squeezed his forearms in acknowledgement, even as he felt overwhelmed and stupid.

	Nathanial gave Felix a moment to collect his dropped thoughts from across the floor, glancing around the room once more. His eyes snagged on the corner where Felix had left his slip of paper with his sigil-name, and he smiled. Pointing, Nathanial said, “Admittedly, this was one of my sneakier efforts.”

	It took a second, but Felix barked a laugh. “Clever! You wanted my name.”

	Blinking innocently, Nathanial said, “You had the advantage of me, I merely wished to know who I was communicating with.”

	“I can’t say I blame you,” Felix allowed. “I would have been mad with curiosity. And yet you didn’t write anything directly to me?”

	“All of it was for you, in a way,” Nathanial said, like it was easy to admit something like that. “But I wasn’t sure how… safe it would be. Who else would be reading.”

	“Probably sensible,” Felix agreed, thinking nineteenth century and queerness like watch words. He rued not having the heads-up, but he couldn’t blame Nathanial for the caution. And while he may have been more circumspect in his annotations if he’d known, Felix could admit he may have been worse, too.

	“Then that last array was specifically to reach me?” Felix knew, but he needed the confirmation. “You must have used the ink as the tether.”

	“I merely wanted to see whether the promised wonders of your age lived up to your words,” Nathanial said evasively. And Felix’s heart gave a twinge.

	“It really is you.” Felix said. “You sound just how you write. I have spent the last month reading your journals; I can hardly believe it.” He couldn’t help the way his voice caught. “I’m so glad you are okay. You vanished in the historical record; I thought something terrible happened to you.”

	“It could have,” Nathanial allowed. “I believed it was worth the risk.” Taking another measured look around at his surroundings, Nathanial’s demeanour was cautious, like he didn’t want to get greedy and gorge himself. His eyes were bright and curious, but as though to not overwhelm himself, he was choosing something on each pass to focus on. He poked a foot at the stubby carpet with a moue of distaste that Felix found himself charmed by.

	“Because of some small comments about the future?” Felix asked gently. He had an inkling, but some things were better named.

	“In part. But— You said it has been a month for you,” Nathanial said, eyes now resting on the pair of their journals, still open on the desk. He reached and ran a reverent finger over Felix’s journal where their words met and mingled. “Whereas I had the pleasure of reading your marginalia for years.” Nathanial was now making direct, almost painful, eye contact. “I would try and hasten it, writing pages of notes, trying to hear back sooner, but your words wouldn’t come any faster. Whatever magic connected us would make me wait. I worried, when I read that you were nearing the end of your project. I feared I would lose my tether to you. I had to act promptly.”

	“Oh,” Felix said, overwhelmed. And then, because he was an idiot with more degrees than braincells, “Wait, that is actually fascinating. My transcription array must have been interacting with whatever protections your journals had—”

	“I favour a modified Grigsby protection array.” Nathanial said, a small smile at the corner of his lips.

	“Of course,” Felix said, his brain whirring. “The mirror clause in Grigsby and my Inga stabilisation would have tangled and refracted. I didn’t realise you had any external arrays, but I bet they were on the covers of your journals, and because it was archival practice here to overbind all books for their preservation in the 1890s, they were hidden.”

	Felix then winced, the sentiment behind Nathanial’s words finally registering under the lure of arcane technical details. Inadequately, he said, “That must have been difficult, having to wait.”

	Nathanial was still looking at him, listening with alive eyes, but there was fear lurking there, too, like he was braced for some disappointment. “It was difficult, to have such sparse connection.”

	Felix paused, wanting to offer something of commensurate vulnerability. “I could have read faster, been finished in a fortnight, but I didn’t want to run out. I had grown attached.” That got him a fragile smile. Felix appreciated then what a very brave thing Nathanial Brightling had done, leaving his time and world behind on the promise of a handful of kind words and a better future scrawled in a journal. “I am glad you had patience. It is so very good to meet you.”

	“Likewise,” Nathanial said, low and heartfelt.

	And then, because Nathanial had done a brave, dangerous thing, and was looking at Felix with beautiful, intent eyes, Felix stepped closer and leaned in.

	He knew it was the correct choice when Nathanial swayed into him. Felix meant it to be a brief kiss, a press of lips more than anything else, but when Nathanial melted into him, all liquid pleasure and trust, Felix couldn’t help but drag it out into something lingering, catching, and sweet. His hands found purchase on Nathanial’s hips under that strange clothing and held him close, real and here.

	It was a kiss heavy with the promise of something more.

	“We probably shouldn’t do this here,” Felix said, dazed, after a few moments, when he remembered they were still in the archive.

	“Already the promised shine of the future wears off,” Nathanial grumbled, and Felix looked at him, stricken, before it registered that he was being teased. Nathanial was no idiot, he hadn’t come here because it was a perfect promise, but because he had looked at what he had, and what he could see, and made a reckless choice to go after something that could be better.

	Felix laughed. “You are going to crash from all that arcane exertion soon, and I would rather it happen somewhere more comfortable.”

	“I suppose I can accept the wisdom of that,” Nathanial said stepping away, before he froze. “I realise I am being rather presumptuous, and I did leave instructions with my bank, but it may take some time to—”

	“Nathanial,” Felix said, smiling, reeling him back in and, in an act of fondness he could barely account for in the privacy of his own mind, dropping a kiss on his forehead. “Calm. You can stay with me. I have space in my bed and on my sofa, whichever suits you best.”

	“Are you certain? I do not wish to make myself an inconvenience, I can—”

	“I insist,” Felix said, injecting warmth into his voice. “Help me put this all away, then we can go home, I’ll show you around town on the way.” He glanced at how Nathanial was dressed; he shrugged off his coat (he hadn’t trusted the heating enough to actually take the thing off before now) and tucked it around Nathanial, then grabbed the blanket and draped it around himself like a wrap. Risa would likely forgive him the loan given the circumstances, and better both of them look strange for their cold walk home.

	“You can tell me how different everything looks, and I can pretend I remember any history since the 1820s,” Felix continued, placing the journal back into the lockable cabinet to be returned to storage. “Then we will come back later, and you can help me write this report on your own disappearance.”

	Nathanial laughed: a warm, unpractised sound. “I suppose it is the least I can do for making it a more complicated conclusion than you expected.”

	Felix beamed at him. “But a far better one than I could have hoped for.”
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	Hidden in the Irish Sea, shrouded by mist, lies the Isle of Avalon, a land of magic. Not just the ordinary magic that happens everywhere—small spells to wash the dishes or stop the tea from going cold, or the haunted house you’ll find in any town old enough—but ancient, powerful magic. People live longer here, the air is sweeter and the trees a brighter green, the stars clearer in the night sky, and the boundaries between worlds are thin.

	The towers and spires of Quickquill Castle, the world-renowned thousand-year-old university of magic, rise high above Avalon’s cliffs, defying physics in the way only a building created by wizards can. Students come here from around the world to become wizards. A few, through natural talent, hard work, or (most often) both, are brilliant enough to become Mages of the Quill, spending their lives researching and teaching at Quickquill Castle.

	Just before sunrise one September morning, Dr Renwick Griffin—a Mage of the Quill—sat in his study, drinking tea at his heavy oak desk, enjoying his last weeks of freedom before students returned to the island.

	Opposite him, his old friend Locke sprawled sideways in their chair, their back against one arm and their boots over the other, their tattered black coat slung over the back. As usual, they were drinking black coffee from a mug that read “You’ve got this, ghoul” which a student had given them years ago. (The student hadn’t dared hand it to Locke, presumably thinking Locke might literally bite their head off for it, instead leaving it on Locke’s desk. Locke had loved it, and stalked the library the next day with their usual menace while carrying the mug, watching students stifle laughter.)

	Locke narrowed their yellow eyes at the chessboard, contemplating before making their move. “What should I get if I win this game?” Their claws tapped the table as they considered. “I know. That murder-mystery book you bought the other day? If I win, I get to read it first. You’re reading three books at once already.”

	“Very well. If you win.” Griffin examined the board. He usually won these games, but not often enough to get overconfident. After making his move, he glanced at Locke. “You know, this tea might be to your taste, if you ever wanted to try something other than coffee.”

	Locke raised an eyebrow, suggesting they considered this prospect highly unlikely.

	“Most people who drink coffee the way you do are seriously dependent on caffeine. It doesn’t even affect ghouls, so why not branch out?”

	Locke stared at him, unblinking as always. Moved another piece on the chessboard—not the one Griffin had expected. (Using psychic abilities to sense each other’s thoughts was off-limits during their daily chess game, making it one of the only times they could surprise each other.) “I like the taste. It’s bitter.”

	Griffin laughed. “Of course you do.” He moved again, and the game continued in companionable silence until Griffin finally won.

	Locke half-smiled. “All right, you can read it first. Hand it over when you’re done.”

	“Speaking of… do you want to join me in translating The Grimoire of Ranulf Faulcon this morning? I’ve noticed some references to demonic lore I thought you might recognize.”

	The Grimoire was a fascinating book, assumed lost for centuries. Faulcon’s Tome of Magical Lore was well-known to every student, but the Grimoire, written fifty years later and shortly before his disappearance, was said to be where he’d collected the real arcane secrets, magic that had always fascinated Griffin. Within a year of its publication, the government had ordered every copy of it burned.

	Locke grimaced. “It’s nearly sunrise. I was about to head back to the crypt.”

	“It won’t take long—though we can wait until evening if you prefer.”

	Locke considered for a moment, then shrugged. “Might as well go now.”

	Together they navigated the winding, runestone-lit corridors of the castle into the vast library. Dr Dana Faulkner, the librarian, was already working at her desk. Griffin greeted them—“Morning, Dana!”—and they looked up absent-mindedly to smile at him. Soon, Griffin and Locke reached the magically secured archive where the most powerful tomes were kept, off-limits to students except with permission from a Mage of the Quill. Not that there were any students at present; term didn’t start until October.

	Griffin took a large, ornate key from his pocket, turned it in the lock, and recited the phrase—“Libros non ob potentiam sed verum causa sapientiae peto”—that, with the key, granted access to the archive. (Anyone who used the key but didn’t know the right words, or who said the passphrase insincerely, would be magically restrained until Dr Faulkner released them.)

	“Enter!” the deep voice of Caedmon Fell—first High Archmage of the University—rang out, and the door swung open with a familiar creak. The smell of old books greeted Griffin as he stepped into the small, warmly lit room crammed with towering bookshelves.

	In the centre of the room stood a wooden lectern.

	It was empty.

	Griffin stared for a moment. When he spoke, he could only whisper the obvious: “It’s gone.”

	Locke, eyebrows lowered in a frown, stalked over to the lectern and slammed their hand down where the book should have been, hitting the wood of the lectern with a thud and a click of claws.

	Griffin raised a questioning eyebrow.

	“Thought it might have turned itself invisible. Stranger things have happened in this place.”

	Griffin took a deep breath. “We have to tell the High Archmage.” The pages he’d already translated contained dangerous magic. If someone had stolen it… Griffin tried not to picture it, but he knew from experience that some people’s interest in this kind of magic wasn’t purely academic.

	Griffin touched the silver, quill-shaped ring on his right hand. He closed his eyes, focusing magic into the ring; when he opened them, the ring glowed with blue light. The High Archmage’s would be doing the same.

	Through the ring, High Archmage Diana Okojie’s voice rang out. “Doctor Griffin. What is the matter?”

	“The Grimoire of Ranulf Faulcon has vanished. I entered the archive to find it missing from the lectern where I left it last night.”

	The High Archmage inhaled sharply. Then there was silence. Griffin glanced around for any clues, half expecting the book to reappear—books of powerful magic could behave strangely—but it was nowhere to be seen.

	The rest of the room appeared undisturbed, not a book out of place on the shelves, not a smudge of dirt on the rug. Griffin sensed the magic of the spellbooks lining the shelves—could even see it if he looked closely, colourful sparks jumping between books—but couldn’t sense any unusual magical presence. If not for the absent grimoire, he’d never have thought anything was wrong.

	The High Archmage’s voice echoed from his ring again. “Come to the Council Room, at once.”

	Griffin glanced back at Locke—without a Mage’s ring, they wouldn’t be able to teleport that far. It seemed a little rude to just leave them, but Locke gave a brief nod. “Go on. I’ll join you.”

	Griffin touched the ring once again and recited the familiar words of his teleportation spell. He held the image of the Council Room—round table, tapestries, portraits, and all—in his mind. Silver-blue mist gathered around him, a swirling vortex that soon obscured his surroundings.

	When it cleared, he was in the Council Room. High Archmage Okojie watched him from her intricately carved high-backed chair. The other Mages and Archmages of the Quill were teleporting in, each spell unique, spoken in the language most meaningful to the caster: Dr Faulkner surrounded by white mist rustling like the pages of a book; Archmage Misra in a flicker of green and blue flames that licked their yellow robes without burning them; and Archmage Hardwick, a man Griffin rarely enjoyed seeing, his black-and-white vortex managing to look perfunctory as it vanished while he glowered around the room.

	The High Archmage folded her hands in front of her with a rattle of beaded jewellery and gazed at the assembled group. “Is that everyone?”

	Archmage Misra nodded. “The two other Archmages and the remaining Mages of the Quill are away from the Isle.”

	“Very well.” She gestured to everyone present. “Take your seats. We have a serious matter to discuss.”

	They seated themselves around the table—Archmage Misra by the High Archmage’s side, Hardwick a few seats away, and Dr Faulkner next to Griffin, the other seats empty until their occupants returned from their travels. Griffin’s gaze flicked from face to face; most looked understandably nervous. Hardwick, meanwhile, looked as irritated as always. In all his years at Quickquill, Griffin had only seen Hardwick looking like he wanted to be anywhere during the occasional glimpse of him alone in his office.

	The High Archmage announced, “The Grimoire of Ranulf Faulcon is missing.”

	Archmage Misra gasped.

	Dr Faulkner fumbled with their glasses—which they’d been cleaning on the sleeve of their robe—nearly dropping them.

	Hardwick turned to Griffin with a suspicious stare. “That’s the book you were studying, isn’t it… Doctor Griffin?” Hardwick had a gift for saying the word “Doctor” in a way that implied he doubted you deserved the distinction.

	Before Griffin could answer, Locke emerged from the shadows, striding across the room to stand behind him. They eyed Hardwick with seething distaste. “It’s the book we were studying. We went to the library, together, and found the book missing.” They crossed their arms, leaving their claws very visible.

	The High Archmage frowned. “You were not summoned.”

	Locke turned to her. “I’m a witness.” They held out their clawed hands, palms up. “Thought that might be relevant.”

	“Very well. Can you describe everything you witnessed?”

	Locke seated themself on the arm of Griffin’s chair. Slowly, while the assembled Mages and Archmages watched, they reached into their coat pocket, took out a pomegranate—when had they had time to visit the buttery?—and cut it open with their claws. They set the pomegranate on the table and began unhurriedly scraping out the seeds.

	The atmosphere grew increasingly tense. Locke—keeping them in suspense in retaliation for the less-than-welcoming greeting—ate a mouthful of pomegranate seeds. Eventually, they glanced back at the High Archmage. “This morning, starting when the clock struck midnight?”

	Hardwick shot a glare at Locke, then announced: “The ghoul is mocking us. I don’t know about anyone else, but I didn’t become an Archmage to suffer this kind of disrespect.”

	Griffin felt Locke’s presence reaching out to his mind, like claws gently scratching at a door. He let them in, and felt them think: Should I tell him I always thought he was born for it?

	Absolutely not. They’re already suspicious. The last thing you need is to antagonise them. Even in this serious situation, he couldn’t help being amused by Locke’s disappointment, reminiscent less of a feared supernatural being than of a child being told they couldn’t have a pony.

	The High Archmage sighed. “Unless anything earlier happened you think is relevant, starting when you entered the library should suffice.”

	With the air of someone who was showing infinite patience and deserved a medal for it, Locke recounted their chess game, followed by heading to the archive and finding the empty lectern. “Doctor Faulkner can vouch for us.” They returned to eating pomegranate seeds.

	Everyone glanced to Dr Faulkner, who said, “It’s true, neither of them was behaving suspiciously… I don’t think they could have stolen the book, they were within my sight the whole time.” Her voice shook. “I can’t believe this—I’m Faulcon’s last living descendant, I heard about him throughout my childhood—and now the only surviving copy of his lost manuscript has disappeared under my watch?”

	“This is not your fault,” Archmage Misra said. “Everyone present knows the words to get into that room, which hardly narrows it down, but… am I correct in thinking only you and the Mages currently using the archive have copies of the key?” She looked at Dr Faulkner, who nodded.

	Archmage Misra turned to Griffin. “Could someone have taken your key?”

	Griffin frowned. “Highly unlikely. I keep it on me at all times.”

	“And at night?”

	“I keep it in my bedroom, and I lock the door.”

	Hardwick raised an eyebrow. “And could anyone have entered your bedroom to take the key? Perhaps someone who is awake at night?” He cast a pointed glance at Locke.

	Locke must have known Hardwick meant them, but blinked in a way that, with their yellow eyes and sharp-toothed smile, didn’t look at all innocent. “I don’t know why you’re looking at me. I didn’t see anyone prowling about at night. I’d have told you if I had.”

	Hardwick scowled. “Don’t make fun of me, Locke. Did you take the key from Griffin’s bedroom last night?”

	This time, Locke stared at Hardwick in genuine bafflement. “How would I have got into his bedroom? I can’t walk through locked doors.”

	In fact, Griffin would put money on Locke being able to get into any room in the castle, but admitting it wouldn’t help their case. At any rate, they certainly hadn’t been in his bedroom last night.

	“Well, you two are known to be…” Hardwick paused, then smirked. “Close.”

	Griffin sighed. He’d hoped Hardwick would be above making insinuations about his colleagues’ relationships at a time like this. Apparently, Hardwick considered fewer things beneath himself than Griffin had thought.

	Locke, meanwhile, looked like the idea was barely comprehensible. They continued staring at Hardwick, maybe expecting him to reveal it was a joke. “…is that what you think about us? What do you take me for, a human?”

	Griffin didn’t take Locke’s horror personally. He’d never seen Locke that way, and Locke didn’t see anyone that way, finding the whole concept an off-putting one. Surely rumours hadn’t been going around? How many people had been speculating about his and Locke’s relationship behind their backs?

	Hardwick looked furious. “Oh, you could never be mistaken for human. But Griffin always has kept strange company. I’m starting to think the two of you are so close, you might have worked together on this little plot.”

	Griffin rarely tried to look intimidating. He was a teacher, after all, and spent most of his time trying to encourage young people, not scare them away. Now, though, he stood, looming with his full height over Hardwick and letting the silver stars in his pupils glow with uncanny light. He took a deep breath, and when he spoke his voice was low. “Well, between my friendship with Locke and my own past… I could almost think you were seeking a prize for bringing up as many personal grievances as possible, Hardwick.”

	For a moment, Griffin worried this would turn into him and Locke against the rest of the Council, but the High Archmage fixed Hardwick with a glare. “Archmage Hardwick. May I remind you that every employee of this University—and this goes double for anyone honoured with the title of Mage of the Quill—is someone I or the previous High Archmage personally considered worthy of their position? In a situation like this, we are unfortunately all suspects, but that is no excuse to forgo basic respect for each other.”

	Hardwick glanced from Griffin, to High Archmage Okojie, and back. “My apologies, High Archmage,” he eventually mumbled.

	The High Archmage continued, “Now, remembering Quickquill’s strict rules against species discrimination, and the even stricter rules against hexing your colleagues”—she gave pointed glances to Hardwick and Griffin in turn—“we need to establish, as best we can, everyone’s locations at the time of the theft. Myself and Jyoti can vouch for each other, although that doesn’t rule out the possibility that we conspired together.” With this, she smiled in Archmage Misra’s direction.

	Archmage Misra nodded and confirmed the pair had been in their bedroom in the North Tower—some distance from the library—from eleven the previous night. It wouldn’t have been easy for the two of them to reach the archive unnoticed—still, everyone was a suspect.

	“Moving widdershins around the table… Doctor Faulkner?”

	Dr Faulkner ran her hands through short blue hair, the picture of nervous energy. “I left the library around midnight last night, locked up as usual, went back to my rooms, and… ah, ended up falling asleep while reading at the desk in my study.” She laughed, looking down at the table in obvious embarrassment.

	The High Archmage smiled. “Well, you’re certainly dedicated to your work—though there are more comfortable ways to sleep. Now, Doctor Griffin?”

	Griffin had nothing to hide but still felt nervous as everyone turned to him—partly because he knew Hardwick wouldn’t believe him. “Locke and I watched a film together. Locke set it up to project on the wall in the crypt. Not as hardworking as Doctor Faulkner, but we might as well make the most of our time before term begins.”

	“Quite understandable. And after that?”

	“Afterward I returned to my rooms. I’m fairly sure everyone here except Locke generally sleeps at night.”

	Hardwick spoke up. “Did anyone see you heading back to your rooms?”

	Griffin couldn’t help but grimace; he’d seen no one. “Not to my knowledge.”

	Hardwick frowned. “So, we only have your word for it.”

	The High Archmage raised a hand in warning. “I’ll ask the questions, Archmage Hardwick. Locke, you told us how you and Doctor Griffin discovered the theft—what were you doing at night? As the only one of us awake all night, your testimony is invaluable.”

	Locke finished the pomegranate, then gazed back at the High Archmage, unblinking. “I was doing my job. Preparing for the start of term, mostly—checking all the alchemical equipment was in good condition, making sure we had the right materials. Had a broken homunculus to repair, too. Only Hardwick doesn’t have an alibi.”

	“Well, Archmage Hardwick?”

	Hardwick scowled at Locke again. “Asleep, like any normal human being.” Not, Griffin noted, an alibi anyone could confirm.

	The High Archmage stood. “It appears there is still no evidence concerning who may have committed this theft. For now, we’ll place extra wards on the archive to prevent further crimes while we investigate. And I sincerely hope we can all avoid making accusations without evidence.”

	The meeting ended with the Mages teleporting out of the Council Room to resume their duties—or, in Griffin’s case, to pace around his study, glaring at the floorboards until they started to singe. No matter how many decades he’d spent earning every other Mage’s respect, it seemed Hardwick would never view Griffin as anything other than a time bomb, a dangerous practitioner of dark magic who might betray everyone at any moment. Griffin could live with dislike, but when it turned into public accusations… well, he and Locke could both lose their positions.

	Worse, whoever had stolen the book could use it malevolently. Just the first few chapters contained information on everything from curses to summoning demons, and Griffin suspected more was present in the yet-untranslated pages. Griffin had been trusted to study a book of dangerous magic. He would never forgive himself if the thief used it for ill. There was only one thing he could do…

	“So. When do we start?”

	Griffin jumped at the voice and spun around to see Locke leaning against his desk. “…what?”

	Locke grinned. “I assume you’re set on catching the thief yourself. I’m ready to begin whenever you are.”

	Despite their grave situation, Griffin smiled. Locke knew him well, and was more loyal than Griffin deserved. “I thought you’d be asleep. It is mid-morning—we can discuss this in the evening. I’m sure there’s plenty of work I should be doing today…” Though he wasn’t sure how he could focus on the mundane preparations for the start of the academic year with so much at stake.

	“Doctor Griffin, if you think I’m about to leave you unsupervised…” Locke gestured towards the scorch marks on the floor. “You look about to set fire to the whole room.”

	They had a point. “Don’t tell me you, of all people, are offering to work through the day?”

	“I expect overtime pay.”

	Of course, they both suspected Hardwick. Griffin felt Locke’s suspicion blending with his own. It was tempting to imagine someone so intent on making accusations, who always said the kind of magic Griffin studied should be banned, must have something to hide. Griffin pictured Hardwick being kicked out of the university and didn’t like how satisfying he found it.

	Locke’s gaze met his, and he knew they had no such qualms.

	Still, everyone was a suspect, and they had to start somewhere.

	Hardwick was, as usual, in his office, the door shut. Griffin knew he wouldn’t get anywhere by barging in. He also knew that, though Hardwick didn’t place much importance on such unintellectual pursuits as food, he did drink coffee.

	Griffin headed to the buttery—empty without students, just a few homunculi awaiting orders. The homunculi clicked and whirred excitedly when he asked for a cup of tea. When it was ready, he handed them a shiny button from an old coat (homunculi liked to be rewarded, especially with anything they could use to decorate their nests) and sat waiting for Hardwick.

	He showed up not long after, with his usual terse order of “coffee, black,” and didn’t give the homunculi anything.

	Griffin called out to him as he was turning to leave. “Archmage Hardwick, just the man I wanted to see!”

	Hardwick turned back, looking highly sceptical.

	Griffin pressed on. “I was wondering—what time did you return to your rooms last night? Considering we both live in the East Tower, I’m surprised I didn’t pass you on the stairs.”

	“Around 10:30. Why? If you’re accusing me of anything…”

	Earlier than Griffin. Perhaps that was why Griffin hadn’t seen him—or perhaps he was lying. “Oh, no, I’m not one to make unfounded accusations. I was just wondering if you’d noticed anyone acting strangely.”

	“I spend my time working, not spying on people. There’s no point questioning me, Griffin.” Hardwick gave a cold smile. “There’s someone closer to home you should be wary of.”

	Griffin stood and fixed Hardwick with an unblinking stare. “If you mean Locke, they are my friend. I’ve trusted them with my life many times.”

	“And of course, you’re a man of flawless judgement. Your complete lack of regrettable past decisions is why there was no controversy about letting you teach here.”

	It was a petty insult, like so many others Griffin had endured from Hardwick over the years, but it crossed a line. Griffin had always tried to give a chance to people others judged harshly—if only because they had that in common—and was also fascinated by the kind of magic some people studied with evil intentions. He’d loved someone with such intentions once, had given him too many chances.

	Griffin reminded himself that starting a duel with an Archmage would do the opposite of proving he was trustworthy. He spoke quietly. “If you sink any lower, Hardwick, you’ll find yourself in the crypt.”

	Without another word, Hardwick turned and stalked back to his office. Griffin scowled after him, then sat down to finish his tea. No point letting the homunculi’s hard work go to waste.

	Soon after, Locke walked in and sat down opposite Griffin. “I searched his office. Couldn’t find the book—if he’s the thief, it’s either in his rooms or hidden somewhere else entirely.” Locke yawned and stretched out in their chair. “Should we search his rooms?”

	Griffin shook his head. “I doubt we’d keep our jobs if we got caught, even if he was the thief. Let’s not resort to that unless we must.” Griffin hesitated, Hardwick’s comments lingering in his mind. He switched to speaking mentally. Locke… may I ask you something?

	What is it? You’ve been looking at me oddly since I came in.

	Hardwick, just now, he… It felt wrong to even think it, but he couldn’t ignore it either. He made me question my own judgement. I trust you, but the last person I trusted…

	He’d thought Locke might be offended at his implication, but they just smiled. You want to see my memories of last night, don’t you?

	We don’t have to. I know there’s plenty of reasons you wouldn’t want me looking. It was part of why he hadn’t suggested letting Locke study everyone’s memories earlier, in the Council Room: even an innocent person could rightfully object to someone entering their mind.

	Locke shrugged. Not like it’s the first time. They reached out with clawed hands to gently touch either side of Griffin’s forehead.

	Griffin was in front of a shadowy door, a half-real version of the door to the crypt. He stepped through the flickering doorway, watching the events of last night from Locke’s perspective. It was strange, being about a foot shorter, seeing in the darkness of the crypt as easily as if it were day, having clawed fingers and sharp teeth. He was Locke as the night played out exactly as they’d described: hunched over a desk, mostly; claws carrying out maintenance on a clockwork homunculus with a care and precision they hardly looked capable of; prowling through the storerooms to check that every alchemical ingredient was correctly labelled and organized.

	“I’m sorry I doubted you.” Griffin was once again in the broad daylight of the buttery, sitting across the table from Locke. “I… would not blame you for being offended.”

	“I’m not.” Locke bared their teeth in a grin. “You’d know if I was.” They walked over to the nearby drink fridge and glanced inside before sighing in disappointment and flopping back into their seat. “Thought they’d finally started doing blood for a moment there, but no, it’s some blood-orange thing. Anyway, what’s our next move?”

	“I’ll speak to Dana about the library’s wards, try to figure out how the thief could have circumvented them. She’ll be adding new ones today, in case whoever it is attempts another theft.” He paused. “Would you be able to get past them?”

	Locke grinned more widely than ever. “My days as a thief were a century ago, but I can get into any room in this castle—and most rooms anywhere else, for that matter.”

	“Try it tonight. Examine the wards, see if you can spot any flaws, and search the room for any clues I might have missed. If possible, keep watch in case the thief does return.” Griffin paused. “But get some sleep first—it’s almost midday, it must feel like two in the morning for you. I’ll see you later.”

	*

	That evening, Locke left the crypt to meet Griffin, who filled them in on the library’s new wards. As usual, it was impossible to teleport inside, the statues guarding the main library door would bar entry to strangers, and entering the archive required both the key—which Griffin handed Locke—and the passphrase. It was now also impossible to teleport out, and the statues would stop anyone from removing a book without Dr Faulkner’s permission. The most dangerous books had been enchanted so no one besides Dr Faulkner could pick them up without being frozen in place. Finally, Dr Faulkner had cast a listening spell so they could hear everything that happened in the library.

	Honestly, Locke had expected more. Getting inside would be easy with the key, they weren’t taking any books, and the statues should recognise them after decades of working here.

	They climbed the walls of the castle to avoid the creaking stairs, slipping in through the window of the second-floor corridor outside the library. Climbing through any of the windows in the library would risk detection by Dr Faulkner’s listening spell.

	They crept past empty lecture rooms, holding their breath as they passed Dr Faulkner’s bedroom and study. At last, they neared the double doors flanked by two huge eagle-owl statues. They stepped through, then remembered the creaking floorboards and Dr Faulkner’s listening spell. Would teleportation still work inside the library? Locke focussed their mind on the shadows, watched the darkness draw in around them—then emerged beside the locked door.

	They whispered, “Libros non ob potentiam sed verum causa sapientiae peto,” as they turned the key.

	“Your pronunciation is terrible,” declared the door in the deep voice of Caedmon Fell. Because apparently he’d enchanted it not just to respond to a simple passphrase, but to correct people.

	“Keep the bloody noise down, will you? The whole castle’s going to hear.” Locke kept their own voice low. “Anyway, are you going to let me in or just correct my Latin?”

	After a long enough pause to sound reluctant, the door spoke again in its booming voice. “You may enter.”

	Locke rolled their eyes and crept into the archive. Even without the listening spell Dr Faulkner would have heard that door—it proclaimed everything loudly enough to wake anyone nearby—but at least she wouldn’t hear Locke.

	The carpet inside made it easier to move quietly, and Locke circled the room, examining every magical ward. All were flawless, not a weakness to be found.

	Footsteps approached from the corridor. Locke couldn’t risk staying much longer. Dr Faulkner would be here soon, and the thief hadn’t returned. Either they didn’t dare, or the Grimoire really had been all they wanted.

	As Locke scurried down the castle walls on their way back to the crypt, it hit them. “Wait a second…” they muttered—then changed course, heading for the window of Dr Griffin’s office.

	*

	“Have a seat, Dana.”

	Dr Faulkner peered nervously around Griffin’s study before sitting opposite him, staring down at the desk between them.

	“That archive door can be an annoyance, can’t it?” Griffin steepled his hands on the desk, watching Dr Faulkner, who blinked in confusion. He continued, “I know it’s an ancient magical artefact created by our first High Archmage, but libraries are supposed to be quiet.”

	“Oh—yes, it can be… disruptive.”

	“I’m concerned for your sleep with that in the next room. It’s a good thing people don’t often search for books of dark magic in the middle of the night, or you’d never get any rest.”

	“Thankfully, that doesn’t happen often.” She hesitated a moment. “I’m sorry—is there something you wanted help with? You sounded very serious when you called for me. I do have quite a bit of work—little time to sit and chat, much as I’d like to.”

	There wasn’t a good way to break something like this. The two Mages made uncomfortable eye contact across the desk until Griffin finally spoke—quietly, because the last thing he wanted was for anyone to overhear this conversation. “I’d like to know what you’ve done with The Grimoire of Ranulf Faulcon.”

	“What—?” Dr Faulkner stared at him with wide eyes. “Renwick, you can’t possibly think…” She glanced to the door, apparently remembered Locke was standing on the other side to keep anyone from intruding, and turned back to Griffin. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”

	It was true that if there was any other Mage of the Quill he’d call a friend, it would be Dana Faulkner. They weren’t close, not like he and Locke were close, but that was expected for a friendship of a few years rather than one nearly a century old.

	Griffin sighed. “I hope we are.”

	“But you suspect me?”

	“I think—and Locke thinks—that unless you’ve enchanted your desk to be more comfortable, it’s unlikely you were too deeply asleep to hear Caedmon Fell’s grand proclamations. And you had more opportunity to steal the book than anyone else. I just don’t know why.”

	Faulkner leaned closer with a grave expression. “Because I read it. We know so little about Ranulf Faulcon’s life, so when the book came into the University’s possession, I started working on my own translation. I didn’t care about the spells, only what clues I could find about him.” She sighed. “Turns out he was a cruel, power-hungry man who claimed other people’s discoveries as his own. I couldn’t face anyone finding out. So I transported it into a pocket dimension only I could access.”

	“Dana… no-one would have judged you. If you think I care more about your family history than whether you’re a decent person, I’m honestly offended. As for the University, they only care whether you’re good at your job.”

	“And the University’s reputation? We’ve been teaching our students that Ranulf Faulcon was a great wizard for centuries.”

	“People used to be taught that the sun orbited the earth. Our teachings change with the times—if anything, you’d be thanked for discovering the truth.”

	Dr Faulkner was silent for a long time. They ran their hands through their hair and finally spoke. “I suppose I’ve thrown away any chance of being considered a decent person. Or good at my job.”

	She sounded so regretful that Griffin wished they’d been better friends sooner: maybe she’d have talked to him, maybe he could have convinced her not to do it. They didn’t deserve to lose everything. He gave them the most reassuring smile he could. “I wouldn’t go that far. I’ve made worse mistakes.”

	“Mistakes?” A bitter laugh. “I’m a thief now.”

	“And the University hired me even after I accidentally helped a loved one do something terrible. We’re hardly going to condemn one of our own. If you give me the book, I could return it anonymously, find some explanation… You could keep your job.”

	She shook her head. “Thank you, but… no matter what story you came up with, I’d know what I did. I’ll pack my bags.” They turned to the door.

	“Stay in touch.”

	She glanced back in surprise.

	“You don’t have to. I’d understand if you wanted a fresh start. But if you ever want to talk—or need help with anything—I’ll be glad to hear from you.”

	Dr Faulkner smiled. “I’ll remember that.”

	*

	A few days later, Griffin and Locke were back in the library, poring over the returned Grimoire to uncover who’d really discovered all the magical secrets it contained. In Dr Faulkner’s absence, Griffin and Locke had assumed many of her duties. It was strange to see her usual spot sitting empty (she’d returned to her hometown and was doing well in her new job), but Locke had taken the opportunity to talk the High Archmage into giving them a generous pay raise.

	Locke turned to Griffin, frowning. “Has Hardwick spoken to you yet?”

	Griffin shook his head. He’d returned the book anonymously, and while some people suspected the truth, the official story was that a spell had accidentally activated, causing the book to transport itself into a pocket dimension.

	Whatever you believed, it was clear that Griffin had not, in fact, stolen the book as part of an evil plot to unleash dark magic on the world: something for which everyone should have been very thankful. Hardwick had seemed almost disappointed by the news.

	Locke’s lip curled in annoyance. “He owes you an apology.”

	“He owes you one, too—and I’m sure he knows it.”

	Hardwick had recently taken to silently avoiding Griffin, with the air of someone aware he was in the wrong but not ready to admit to it.

	Locke laughed. “Well, at least I get to see the look on his face every time he walks in to see me behind the desk.” They paused to cross-reference a spell in the Grimoire and scrawl something near-illegible in their notebook, then turned back to Griffin. “Now, how many of these spells do you think were invented by a ghoul? Bet you it’s at least these five.” They pointed to their notes. “When you type up my brilliant discoveries, you’d better give me proper credit.”

	Griffin raised an eyebrow. “I’d never dream of doing otherwise, but why am I typing up your notes for you? I’m not your secretary.”

	“You lost our chess game this morning, Doctor, and keyboards are hardly designed for claws.” Locke grinned. “If I win this bet, you’ll be bringing me coffee, too.”

	Griffin shook his head, smiling. “You are aware you officially work for me?”

	“Of course I do, and you would do just fine without me, I am sure.”
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	“I felt it,” his sister says in a low voice. “The untethering. Henri called out to me this morning, and my name didn’t feel like my own.” She scrubs at her face. “But the coronation’s not for a week. You’re still king.”

	“Only in law,” Cold Ash replies. “Intent matters, and in magic most of all. We two have agreed that you’re now queen; everything else is pageantry.”

	He’d made himself a king too young. The crown’s ancient magics—bound fifteen years ago by the power of the name he’d forsaken—have grown their roots too deeply into his soul. Cold Ash did not have to hear his sister’s name spoken to feel its unwinding, ready to be woven in beside all the names given up to bind kings and queens to power.

	“And it’s still not right that I am,” his sister says. She has said this many times. “You led us through the war, Ash. You faced down the dead. How can I take the fruits of peace from you? The—the price of your oath. Let me pay it instead. Haven’t you given enough? I’ll wed the Citadel in your place.”

	“What,” Cold Ash laughs, “and break poor Henri’s heart?”

	Little sisters are always little sisters, even when they are queens-to-be; she goes red and swats at him. Cold Ash catches her hand and squeezes it.

	“Our oaths are our own to keep,” he reminds her—it was their mother’s saying. “That bargain sculpted me a king for war. I was never meant for peace. But you: you’ll be a good queen. This is a renewal, not a loss. Weave your old name into power and embrace the strength it will bring you. Have you chosen the name you will be queen by?”

	“I will. I have.” His sister clings to him with a queen’s strength. “But you—will you take your old name back? Can you?”

	“I don’t know,” Cold Ash confesses. It’s a strange thought; there isn’t much he doesn’t know. “I felt it unweave from the crown’s magic. It trails about me like a loose end now, waiting to be reclaimed. But I’ve been Cold Ash so long that it’d be strange, I think. Try it?”

	“Zh—” his sister begins, but she stops and pulls a face.

	“It’s odd,” Cold Ash agrees.

	“For the best, maybe,” his sister says, biting at her lip—but then she straightens and squares her shoulders like a queen. “I have chosen my name in your honor, King of Cold Ashes. All these long years you kept the last embers of our kingdom safe. I will be Kindling.”

	“Kindling,” he echoes. It is a good name, one that settles over her shoulders like strength. “Queen of Kindling. May our realm burn bright again in your reign.”
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