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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Anadae Helm muttered a curse as she searched through the pile of accumulated paperwork stuffed into the shelves over the kitchen table. Normally, she kept the scholarship application forms in her room, but today of all days, she’d thought a small change of scenery might grant her a bit of motivation to finish filling them out. Inspiration had not been forthcoming. The small water feature on the table had been more distraction than comfort, tickling the edges of her concentration as her magic buzzed beneath her skin. Her mind was happy to concentrate on making ribbons of water splash silly designs in the air rather than writing out an explanation of why she was qualified for the scholarship. A surprise visit from her sister, Calya, meant convenience had won out over familiarity in choosing a hiding place for the forms.

      Choosing being a relative term, when the reality had been a panicked shove into the closest shelf. She needed to find the unfinished application—and soon. The deadline to submit for the scholarship loomed mere days away, and Anadae had been dithering over it much too long. Her windows of privacy narrowed as work and social commitments converged. Best to simply fill it out and submit. She didn’t have to accept an offer, and that presumed she’d get in at all.

      A short sting of pain lanced through her finger as she flipped too quickly past an assortment of papers. “Shit. Gods all...” Anadae stuck her finger in her mouth, thumbing through the shelf with more care. How had she and Brint acquired so much? They’d been living together for a few years now in loveless affiance, yet she could count on one hand the number of times he’d brought home any work.

      Not that they spent much time together—more like they just shared a roof. Most of the time. Some. Some of the time. The dwindling amount wasn’t something she counted so much as appreciated.

      Anadae let out a muffled cheer when she finally spied the envelope. She yanked it free, unseating several other papers and thin books crammed alongside. She put her hand up to keep them from cascading off the shelf, the prized envelope gripped between her fingers. She lifted the flap with its already broken seal and skimmed through the contents again, even though she’d committed most of it to memory. A quick run through of the requirements and then she could write up the necessary⁠—

      A frown creased her brow at the unfamiliar pages. Instead of the criteria for scholarship eligibility, neat rows of figures and a loosely detailed map for a building plan she didn’t recognize graced the top page.

      “What is…” She trailed off, peering closer at the envelope still in her hand. It was bulkier than she remembered. The broken seal along the flap—a snowcapped mountain with an open book at its base, the spine resembling a river—belonged to Sylveren University, the small school north of her home country of Graelynd. But this seal was green. Her envelope’s should’ve been bronze. Gods all break.

      A wave of dread washed over her, followed by grim curiosity. The paper bore the same seal, this one embossed onto the paper. Nestled in the enigmatic Valley of Sylveren, the eponymous university took a broad, intellectual approach to the interactions of the magical and mundane. Anadae had been up to the Valley a few times as a youth, accompanying her best friend, Eunny Song, in visiting her aunt’s teashop. But neither Anadae nor Brint had ventured north to Sylveren for schooling, instead attending university in Central District in Graelynd’s capital. Brint had even gone on for the first tier of his Adept levels. Him having anything to do with Sylveren was unthinkable. He was a Central-dweller to the core, thriving in the bustle that came with living in the capital.

      Eyes back on the shelf, taking her time to rove over the contents with more discipline, Anadae found a matching ivory envelope. Hers. Thinner, with the bronze seal of the university administration.

      Taking both envelopes, she sank into a chair at the table. After a moment’s hesitation, she set hers aside and went back to perusing the contents from the green seal. The papers were loosely bound together, with pages of damage summaries. A second, thinner booklet detailed numerous figures broken down by timeframes and locations. Severities. She didn’t recognize the project name nor the company, but then, she was only privy to a few of Brint’s enterprises.

      Anadae gathered the papers and stuffed them back into the envelope, but as she did, they crumpled against a small loose note she’d missed. She pulled it out, smoothing the creases with her fingers. It was an informal letter, the writing less tidy than the neatly printed report. Her eyes only picked out a few words—something about the grovetender’s estimated costs for cleanup, subject to further evaluation. Recommendations for more consultation regarding bioremediation and safe handling for poison dispersal.

      Idly, her mind put ‘grovetender’ together with the green seal. Fitting for earth magic specialists to utilize green for their emblem, though she’d always thought brown would be their thematic color choice. But the contents of the note didn’t make sense. Poison cleanup? That sounded like the environmental damage plaguing the kingdom of Rhell in the north. It was a tragic occurrence, but had shown no sign of spreading beyond Rhell. Besides, what did Brint’s family’s company, Avenor Guard, have to do with such work? A private security company didn’t do land assessments.

      As those thoughts popped in her head, she didn’t register the sound of the door opening, of her name being called, until it was too late.

      “Ana?” Brint Avenor, her somewhat-fiancé, stood across from her. No, such amorphous terms as somewhat didn’t work anymore. He’d begrudgingly given her a ring, and she’d been forced to accept. A betrothal of technicality, nothing more, on either of their parts.

      “Brint.”

      Her hand jerked, an itch in her fingertips causing her to clench them tight. The water in the small fountain on the table rippled, its presence resonating in her mind. She set the papers down and clasped her hands, lacing her fingers together as she willed herself to be calm. The fountain took on a glass-like stillness.

      Brint didn’t notice the strange behavior of the water, instead staring at her, a flurry of emotions skittering across his face. Shock that gave way to a stab of fear before morphing into anger.

      “I thought it was mine.” The words were out before she could think twice, judge their impact. She offered the letter to him with an apologetic smile.

      Brint plucked the paperwork from her hand, then snatched the bronze-sealed envelope from where she’d set it down on the table next to her. He ignored her attempts to claim it, tearing the envelope in his haste to get at the forms inside.

      “A scholarship, Ana? For Sylveren?” he said, scorn thick in his voice.

      “You didn’t have a problem with Sylveren for whatever that is.” Anadae pointed at the report still peeking out from its own envelope. “What are you doing that needs—” She tried to remember the contents. “Environmental cleanup? Is it consultant work?”

      Brint shrugged, stepping past her to lounge against the table, the picture of ease. “It’s nothing. Doesn’t concern you.”

      “Neither does mine. Give it back, please.”

      Brint’s grin had a nasty edge, the likes of which the public never saw. He straightened, using his superior height to hold the scholarship application aloft.

      “‘At Sylveren, I hope to grow my magic skills and utilize them for public service,’” Brint recited. “Oh, Ana. Sweetheart, this is embarrassing.”

      The term of endearment made her teeth ache even as her cheeks burned with shame. She’d planned to go to Sylveren straight after primary, so many years ago now. Was going to focus her study as a water mage, then follow in her mother’s footsteps and go into the creative department at the family’s Helm Naval Engineering. From humble beginnings, HNE had gained a solid reputation in maritime logistics and transport. Not bad for a merchant-class family who had spun a background in transport and shipbuilding to develop the Sea Runner enchantment. The durability spell might’ve been the company’s only significant success to date, but considering it graced every ship in Graelynd in one form or another, the Sea Runner had launched the Helm family toward greater things.

      Things that left the workshop and the port behind. Perhaps this was Anadae following her mother’s path, only skipping a few steps—her Hanyeok-born mother hadn’t gone to Sylveren, either, her magical education having been attained back in the Radiant Isles. No need for Anadae to go that route when her father had been friendly with Brint’s for so long already. Avenor early investments had helped fund the Sea Runner. Laid the stonework for an arranged marriage, an eventual union of the two families. And companies.

      Unofficially, of course, a younger Anadae had been assured. For the future, a When you’re older, dear, sort of plan. One that wouldn’t have any effect until formalized.

      Perhaps her parents had really thought that. Had good intentions for her. Perhaps they’d imagined there wouldn’t be any ill effects—on them. But for her? Unofficial consequences were inescapable once it was public knowledge, from the time Anadae was eighteen, that eventually she’d be married to Brint Avenor. Such an honor, she’d been told, for an aristocratic family, minor though the Avenors were, to make such an offer.

      Whatever discomfort he’d felt upon first finding her with his envelope, Brint was quick to replace it with his usual condescension. Anadae bit the inside of her cheek to keep her temper in check. “Brint, give it back.”

      “A scholarship for nontraditional students?” Brint said, reading the heading. “You’ll never qualify. Even without my name.”

      “It’s a conditional stipend amount.”

      “Yes, but why don’t you just apply— Oh.” Irritated confusion switched to malicious glee in a heartbeat. “You haven’t told your family. Not just keeping this from me, are you?”

      She flushed, lips pinching together.

      Anadae’s parents were living a dream life, her father elected to Central District’s Council of Standards in the Transportation division, and her mother taking to being a politician’s wife like a duck to water.

      And Anadae… She had been young and foolish. So eager to make her parents happy. So easily dazzled by Brint’s charm and good looks. So damned naïve, thinking she would be his partner, that they would represent a merger of Helm Naval Engineering and his family’s security firm, Avenor Guard. She’d thought that she would still have a life and career of her own.

      She’d been wrong. Their personal relationship had guttered out almost from the start, though Brint was careful to seem attentive when they were in public. She’d been discouraged—gently at first, then in increasingly blunt terms—from pursuing any work that didn’t directly support Brint’s career in the capital.

      She was told to be patient. Meanwhile, everyone else was moving on, up, happy in their lives. Brint was considering going back to Grae University for his Adept Two. Calya steadily acquired more responsibility at HNE; her life track hadn’t wavered, her place in the family company known and secure. She was the younger sister, yet she’d always been the one with her goals defined and aggressively sought.

      Ana had been stuck, drifting without a rudder to steer her life from its depressing downward spiral. Stuck, until she’d seen the scholarship notice posted at the docks. An opportunity for people looking to return to school with a focus on magic. It had felt written just for her.

      She might not get accepted, but the notion of Brint, with his “Sweetheart, this is embarrassing” and his amusement of what he saw as her debasement—if those were the reasons she’d never know, never even try…

      Something in her finally cracked.

      Anadae had shelved many of her career ambitions, but perhaps so many years managing accounts for HNE and AG projects, of memorizing business partnerships and social circles and having to keep abreast of the constant changes inherent to both realms, would finally work in her favor.

      “Doesn’t Avenor Guard use that company from South District for cleanup work?” she said. “The Moroe family’s business, isn’t it?”

      Brint stiffened for a moment before turning toward her, a flash of teeth visible through his full beard. He raked a hand through his dark blond hair, his manner easy and oozing congeniality. “We do. This is just a second opinion.” He nodded toward the report he had tucked under his arm. “Didn’t want the boys at work to know I was scouting cheaper options. It’s for future reference, that’s all.”

      “That’s good. Reneging on a contract with the Moroes would be…” Anadae cleared her throat.

      Brint’s smile turned to a frown, his air of charm souring. “What are you getting at, Ana?”

      “I’ll keep your secret.” She reached for her application. “You keep mine.”

      At first, Brint didn’t let go, eyes searching her face. Perhaps he sensed that she’d reached the end of her patience, was teetering on the edge of no longer being meek, tractable Ana. He smirked, releasing the papers with a little wave of his fingers.

      “Fine. But Sylveren, Ana? You don’t know anything about magic.”

      “I took an elective at Grae U. And I had… I had a tutor. Back in primary.” She wouldn’t think about him now.

      Brint mistook the reason for her embarrassment. “You’re almost thirty. Little late to start over now, isn’t it? You want to go freeze up in the Valley, surrounded by a bunch of children who know more about magic than you?”

      Her stomach clenched. “They aren’t—I’m going for my Adept levels. There’s plenty of graduate students at⁠—”

      “The Initiate Ones are teenagers, Ana, and the magic-born ones will be able to do more than you on the first day.”

      “If you’re so worried about how my academic ambitions will look, don’t go blabbing about it to your friends at Grae Port News, hmm?”

      Light flared around Brint’s hands as he waggled them in her direction. “Do you even remember how to call light?”

      She crossed her arms, refusing to be baited even as a spark of magic zipped beneath her fingers. A puff of light spurred on by a fit of temper didn’t speak well to her control. It was nothing new, his sneering. She’d been asking herself the same things, been fretting over the same fears. It was why the application was still here, hidden away at home, unfinished. Yet, something about the way it sounded coming from Brint and his patronizing mouth put Anadae on edge.

      “What do you care?” she snapped.

      “You don’t have any magic schooling. You’re going to be rejected, and once it gets out, it’ll reflect poorly on me, and I⁠—”

      “I’m applying,” Anadae said. “And if I get in, you’re going to support me⁠—”

      Brint’s head reared back. “Hold on.”

      “—in calling off this sham of an engagement.”

      Rarely had she seen Brint truly surprised. He paused, mouth agape, as her words registered. He gave her an appraising look, eyebrows drawing together in thought. His lips curled in a half-sneer.

      “Agree to it, Brint, or I’ll share your infidelities with the Moroes.” She gave him a sweet, false smile. Charming Brint Avenor stepping out on his betrothed? Meh. It wasn’t condoned, but the aristocratic circles he pranced around in lived on such gossip. But disloyalty amongst prominent Graelynd family businesses? That simply wasn’t done.

      “You’d break your mother’s heart.”

      True, but she couldn’t think about that. Caring more for her parents’ wants than her own was what had led to Anadae’s current predicament in the first place. “That’s my concern, not yours.”

      “You’re full of moxie today.” His brows went up, a condescending smile on his face. “Fine, you have a deal.” He gave her a pat on the arm before sauntering past and disappearing down the hall.

      Amazed that her gambit had worked, Anadae stood transfixed, watching his retreating back. She shook her head, then hurried to her room, the scholarship form clutched in her hands.

      She laid the form on her desk, the half-finished essay taunting her. She stared at her hand, focusing inward until she could feel the slight hum beneath her skin, radiating out from her center. A soft, constant whisper of magic.

      A flare of golden light danced across her fingertips. It came to her—not instantly, not yet—but it would, and not only when her blood was up. Let Brint think that she’d choke on the test, was suited for nothing but a life of making him look good. Let him think that he was the stronger magic user. More practiced, yes, Anadae would admit to that. Fortunate for her that being out of practice and being forgotten had not yet become the same thing.

      You’ll regret it, Ana. You’ll regret it forever. The voice crept up from memory. Not Brint’s but Ez—no, no thinking about him. Not now. But perhaps with time.

      Because regret, yes, but forever? No. That would change.

      Dipping her pen into the inkwell on her desk, Anadae began to write.
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      Laying his palm flat against the damp earth, Ezzyn Sor’vahl slowly exhaled against the smolder stick in his other hand. The burning tip flared a bright, white-hot orange in response. A crackle of energy ran through his fingers as he called on his magic, converting a line of power within the smolder stick into a lick of flame. Collecting the heat into his palm, he then pushed the fire into the sodden dirt.

      The stench of rot burned in his nose. He ignored it, feeding more power into the spellwork already laid across the section of ground. One of so many poisoned acres. The once-verdant lands of Rhell now bore a ragged line of scarred ground spreading from the northern border down toward the heart of the kingdom. An eerie trail of blight tracing the ley line to Rhell’s wellspring, unerring. Undying, despite so much effort and lives spent fighting the poison. Every delay Rhellian cleansing efforts bought came at a cost. If they managed to halt the forward progress, the blight grew outward instead. The scar, once only so wide as Ezzyn’s arms outstretched, now spread several paces across. Dozens, in some areas, until Rhell’s mages were forced to compromise. The poison could be slowed, but never stopped.

      Five years had passed since the war—and Ezzyn would call it that even if the Alliance of the Empyrean Territories claimed that the conflict had never been made official—between Rhell and the Eyllic Empire to the east was declared over. Ended on paper, if less so in practice, for Rhell continued to suffer. Ezzyn feared that the deadened line marking his homeland’s destruction would spread until entire swathes of green were lost, the damage irrevocable. The poison would reach the wellspring, and magic in Rhell would die.

      And who else would care? For now, Eylle’s poison sought only Rhell’s wellspring, whatever foul magic fueled it going inert if it was taken too far from the ley line. At least, that was the theory. Only the head mages at Sylveren University had tested it, the keepers of the Valley being the only leaders brave enough to allow the poison to be brought across their borders. A vial of contaminated soil exposed to the Valley had turned into sterile but harmless dirt. Some of the strongest mages in the world had tried their hand at cleansing it, but the poison defied all efforts. For the rest of the Alliance, it became an intriguing intellectual problem, an exercise in humanitarian aid.

      Eylle had chosen Rhell both for their shared border and its diminutive size. The perfect testing ground for this magicked poison and the emperor’s quest to eliminate the rest of the world’s wellsprings save his own. The width of the Great Sea protected the Valley of Sylveren, and so long as the Valley was safe, Graelynd wouldn’t overly burden itself expending resources to solve another’s problem. Serving as a basin for the Valley’s strong wellspring had its perks. The Radiant Isles were as close to the Eyllic capital as Rhell was, only from the south, but they had the Everflow’s Eye as guardian. Eylle wasn’t about to risk its navy to the maelstrom between it and the Radiant Isles.

      That left only Rhell. The warring was over, but the poison remained.

      In his darker moments, Ezzyn feared the loss of his homeland was inevitable. Eylle refused all entreaties for help. To the emperor, closing his borders and weathering trade sanctions in silence was peace. As the years dragged on and the poison showed no signs of deteriorating, foreign interests in Rhell’s predicament waned. The Rhellian people were dogged in their pursuit of a solution, but the most anyone had been able to accomplish was a slowing of the spread. Not true containment, nothing close to a cure.

      That knowledge, steeped in so much fear, drove Ezzyn. Had him digging his fingers into the corrupted soil, sweat beading on his brow as he reached for more fire. If he could just find the right amount, the right touch, the right blend of spells, then it must work. The Eternal Flame cleansed all in the end. No reason that shouldn’t hold true here, too, so long as he had the strength.

      “Ez.”

      His focus was such that the outer world faded away. He ignored the fatigue in his limbs; the strain in his chest where his magic gathered; the sting creeping up his hand, across his wrist, spreading up his forearm. All went unheeded.

      Until the world pressed back. A hand took him by the shoulder, gave him a shake. A voice, deep and familiar, called his name, growing sharper with insistence.

      “Ezzyn! You stubborn bastard, listen to me.”

      His concentration broken, Ezzyn whipped around, a snarl on his lips. “Get the fuck off⁠—”

      Jeron Sor’vahl, his eldest brother, glared at him.

      Ezzyn forced himself to relax. “What are you doing here? I thought you were meeting with the Assembly.”

      Jeron—King Jeron—excelled at giving the impression of a disappointed parental figure. “I’ve been back since yesterday. When were you last at the house?”

      “Recently.”

      The house, because Jeron abhorred staying in the palace unless necessary and hadn’t been able to give up the Sor’vahl manse. He was a king in name more than practice, limited in power as he worked to extricate Rhell from its monarchy—a venture Ezzyn supported, as it didn’t interfere with his mission to save the wellspring. If the Assembly wanted to view it as his way of working for the kingdom, then far be it from him to complain. It was a duty every citizen of Rhell shared, as far as Ezzyn was concerned.

      “You can’t do this, Ezzyn. Out here by yourself, pushing too hard?” Jeron gave an aggrieved sigh. “Would you at least pretend to be responsible?”

      “There’s a team out here.” Somewhere. “Why aren’t you at the capital?” Ezzyn stood up, brushing dirt from his hands. He hissed as pain flared out from his left arm.

      “Stubborn bastard.” Jeron sandwiched Ezzyn’s hand between his own, golden light glimmering in his fingertips. The touch was gentler than his voice, though that didn’t stop the flash of healing from having its own sting.

      “Language,” Ezzyn said without feeling. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Jeron kept his gaze on Ezzyn’s arm. “Gaz had a relapse. He wants to see you.”

      Ezzyn swore, earning a mocking, “Language,” from his brother. Garethe, the middle Sor’vahl, was the only mundane one of the lot of them, and perhaps ironically the one most absorbed in magical study. Gaz was supposed to be down in the Valley at Sylveren University, teaching a specialty course on environmental restoration. He had been on about it for months, so for him to have to cancel…

      “How bad?”

      Jeron led the way back to where his horse and a trio of guards waited alongside Ezzyn’s mount. Ezzyn noted that his brother, who was still a king—even if he insisted on it being ceremonial—and therefore would cause a political headache if assassinated, had come in person to deliver a simple message. Granted, it had been decades since the last assassination attempt in Rhell, and Eylle was much more content to let their poison do their dirty work, but the danger was theoretically still there. But it was Gaz, and Rhell was hardly a prize in its current, withering state. Ezzyn kept his mouth shut.

      “He’s resting now,” Jeron said. “It’s trying to get in his lungs. The chief mender got it out, but Gaz can’t… He has to stay home for a bit.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “I know that,” Jeron snapped back, with a quickness that suggested knowing and feeling weren’t the same.

      Ezzyn let him be as they started the hour’s ride back toward Talihn, Rhell’s capital city. Those with an affinity for light magic hadn’t proven very effective against the blight in the land, but they could use their skills to heal those affected by the poison. Jeron chose political duty over healing studies, for Rhell was still his homeland, and he its ancestral keeper, even if the changes he’d championed meant that the governmental burden was well-shared. It meant entrusting the care of his family to others. Ezzyn didn’t think he could’ve done it if his specialty had been in the school of light magic rather than fire. Couldn’t sit on the sidelines, helpless, and wonder if he’d have been strong enough to defeat the poison. It was an irrational thought when one considered the gifts of Rhell’s chief healer, but Ezzyn knew himself well enough to admit that rationality wouldn’t change how he felt. Jeron’s sharp replies suggested the same.

      Yet even healing had its limits. Garethe’s illness from no more exposure to the poison than either of his brothers was aggressive. Unfair. The two siblings knew it. No point in wasting more breath.
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        * * *

      

      Once back at the Sor’vahl mansion, Jeron was called away by an attendant, leaving Ezzyn to make his way to Garethe’s room. His brother rested in bed, the lines at the corners of his eyes and mouth stark. His Rhellian pale blond hair was free of the bun he so tragically favored, robbed of its innate luster such that it looked dead white, and he’d aged much more than his thirty-six years.

      But he smiled when Ezzyn knocked on the open door, his usual cheer doing much to animate his face.

      “Ez!” he said, his boomy voice tempered by a hoarse finish. “Good, Jer found you.”

      “How are you feeling? Jeron said you had⁠—”

      “Theatrics. You know how he fusses.”

      Ezzyn took a bedside seat. “You wanted to see me?”

      “I’ve got a favor to ask.” Garethe pushed himself up in bed until he could lean against the headboard, a pillow at his back. He flapped his wrist when Ezzyn protested. “Syvrine’s blessed tits, I’m sick, not dying. Makes me feel like I’m on my deathbed with you hovering over me.”

      Ezzyn bit back a retort. It wouldn’t come to that. Jeron would assert every morsel of his royal power and beggar the kingdom pleading for aid. Ezzyn would pour his godscursed life into the ground before Eylle’s poison could claim his brother. It wasn’t fair, but that was hardly news. Simply another addition to the story of Rhell, who had lost so many of her children.

      Since Ezzyn couldn’t protest, he helped Garethe with another pillow instead. His brother, ever sharp beneath the jolly exterior, noticed how he favored his left hand.

      “Do you need a lecture?” Garethe said.

      “Our dear king already beat you to it.” Ezzyn settled back in his chair, tugging his sleeve down to cover the medicated bandage upon which Jeron had insisted. “What did you want to talk about?”

      “That eager to go back out, eh?”

      Always. It was his duty. Jeron had the crown, and his mending would always be needed even if it wasn’t the strongest. Garethe was ill, and when his health wasn’t completely gone to shit, he had his studies and his teaching and the diplomatic relationships that had grown from them. That left Ezzyn. What was a third-born prince of a small kingdom with ever-increasingly limited monarchal powers but expendable? Jeron’s hereditary line was secure with four children. Ezzyn had health and magic, and since he wasn’t allowed to cross the border and incinerate every Eyllic in sight, why not be out doing everything he could? At thirty-four, he wasn’t old, but no one was jumping to secure alliances with a sickened kingdom by sending marriage proposals, and Jeron hadn’t tasked him with trawling for an influential wife. Out in Rhell was where he belonged.

      “You mentioned a favor?” Ezzyn said.

      “The program I was supposed to joint-teach down at Sylveren. It needs to happen.”

      “I agree. I remember your syllabus— Wait. You can’t be serious.”

      “Who else?”

      “Anyone!”

      Garethe scoffed, ticking names off on his fingers as he spoke. “Jeron’s the king, so he’s out. I’m not allowed to undergo ‘strenuous travel’ for months. But you…” He wiggled a third finger.

      “I don’t know a damned thing about⁠—”

      “You helped me structure the course!”

      “About teaching,” Ezzyn said, gesturing violently with his hands. He winced as the still-tender skin on his forearm pulled at the bandage. “I don’t teach!”

      “It’s a seminar, and you won’t be teaching it. You’ll be there to advise, maybe guest lecture about burning things,” Garethe replied, weariness stealing over his tone. “You’ve spent every waking moment for the last… I don’t know how many years, working on restoration spells.”

      “With very little success. I’m needed here, Gaz.”

      “No one knows the work better than you. I can’t hand this over to just anyone. I need your eyes, your experience. You’ll know what has the most merit to come here.”

      “Am I expected to lead field trips?” Ezzyn said, appalled.

      Garethe gave him a pointed look. “You’re expected to suss out if any of the projects would be particularly useful to our containment efforts and shepherd them along. We need the help. You suggested that there be a field opportunity here.”

      Ezzyn rubbed a hand over his eyes. He agreed that there were benefits to having a focus track at the vaunted, self-governing school of magic in the Valley. Environmental restoration wasn’t a new track, but it had certainly gotten a flood of relevancy due to the war. Research conducted in that field could prove vastly beneficial to Rhell, and they couldn’t afford to let anything of use slip away. But his favorable stance had been founded on the idea of Garethe being part of the program. He loved teaching; Ezzyn had barely managed as a tutor. His method of pedagogy was to explain how he did a thing, and if the student failed to understand then they were all fucked, because Ezzyn only knew how to say it one way. He presumed teaching was like healing or legal services—essential skills that, happily, others could be compensated to provide.

      “I wouldn’t be asking if I had another choice,” Garethe said quietly. “You know I wanted to be down there.”

      “Sorry.” Ezzyn winced. He wasn’t entirely sure of the nature of his brother’s relationship with one of his colleagues at Sylveren, but he knew their distance from one another had been a sticking factor. “Does Rai know that you’re… delayed?”

      “He does.” Garethe sighed. “Listen, Ez. You know how I called it a favor?”

      Ezzyn groaned. “He didn’t.”

      A third voice entered the conversation. “Royal decree.” Jeron, so tall his head nearly brushed the frame, stood in the doorway. “I hereby order you to go to Sylveren and fulfill Gaz’s role.”

      Ezzyn made a face. “I notice that you left that part out on our ride back.” He glared at his brothers and their irritating grins. “Can I expect to be relieved at midwinter?”

      “I very much hope that I can,” Garethe said in a sober tone, before his serious expression was broken by another grin.

      Ezzyn buried his head in his hands.

      “Oh, cheer up, you mopey ass.” Jeron clapped him on the shoulder. “You could use a rest. Use the time to do more research for your Magister Three if you’re worried about filling your time.”

      “Term starts this month. It’s too late to submit⁠—”

      “Already taken care of,” Garethe said, sounding far too chipper for an unwell man.

      Ezzyn’s growl was muffled by his palms. The Valley of Sylveren. He hadn’t been back in years. Couldn’t think of the place without thinking of her. Of what could’ve been. Should have, if not for… Gods all break. As if the memory of his mediocre stint as a magic tutor wasn’t enough to haunt him, now he was bringing it to Sylveren. Ana. The waste of her—of her talent and her affections.

      Useless, old memories. Ezzyn pushed them away. Just as he’d pushed her away so many years ago. He was going to spend the next few months cold and bored to shit.
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      Dear Anadae Helm,

      I’m writing to personally congratulate you on being selected as a recipient of the Vaadt Continuing Education Scholarship, and to welcome you to Sylveren University. You were chosen out of hundreds of candidates on the basis of your personal essay and aptitude tests, and I believe you will find a home here at Sylveren.

      

      She’d read the acceptance letter over and over again, until every word was committed to memory. The thick paper had acquired so many creases from her clutching fingers and being folded or unfolded to be read again that it was threatening to tear in half.

      It might’ve felt like a dream, except Anadae had been too stressed for her situation to retain any idyllic qualities. She’d been notified of her eligibility to take the aptitude test within weeks of applying for the scholarship, though that hadn’t even required a trip up to the Valley of Sylveren, only a few hours at a testing center in Graelynd’s capital, Grae Port. She’d demonstrated her ability to channel her magic, calling light and extinguishing it at will. The test would’ve been nearly done at that point if this had been her first foray into secondary education via an Initiate’s degree. For the first tier of Adept levels—the entry point of graduate studies—and with a focus on water magic, the remainder of the test had centered around evaluating Anadae’s ability to manipulate water. Lots of fussing with the color and transparency and temperature of varying amounts of it; freezing a jarful of it solid, transmuting it from ice to boiling liquid without breaking the glass. Even though she’d taken longer than the others undergoing aptitude tests the same day, she took comfort in the knowledge that she’d still been able to complete all the tasks within the allotted time.

      Nor had she had much time for fretting afterward; the acceptance letter followed mere days later.

      Anadae took her acceptance letter out and read it for the umpteenth time before laying it on the table in the parlor. She made herself sit in a chair, leaving the wrinkled ivory paper out instead of cramming it back into a pocket. No more stalling. Anadae couldn’t put off this reveal any longer. Her mother would be home soon, and Anadae had already told Brint to be here to uphold his end of their bargain. Perhaps no more than an hour from now, she’d be free of him and the manacle of their engagement, and she could embark on her new journey as a mage unburdened. Future-Anadae would be free of the dread curdling in Present-Anadae’s belly at the impending conversation.

      Though she’d told her parents that she wanted to reevaluate her role in the Helm family business, she hadn’t found a way to voice her interest in magical study. Even now, a cowardly part of her dug in its heels at the sight of the letter. She hadn’t sent in her acceptance of the scholarship yet, though the deadline loomed. She could still keep on as she had, not throw herself into this foolish venture. What business did she, a twenty-nine-year-old woman with an Initiate level degree in general studies, have attending a magic-focused school like Sylveren? It was absurd.

      You were chosen out of hundreds of candidates.

      The notion made her feel exhilarated and sick in turn. She hadn’t felt like she’d earned a victory in so long. Sometimes, the letter tasted of vindication. At other times, Anadae’s mind turned in a loop of denial and imposter syndrome. Because really, at her age? With so little training over the years, aptitude tests be damned. Perhaps Brint was right; it was embarrassing. Disrespectful of the institution, asking them to consider her application.

      She glanced at the wall clock. Brint was late. Unsurprising, but nonetheless irritating. Anadae stood and began to pace, running back through her practiced argument to convince Mama that this was Anadae’s choice, and a good one. Sylveren University! Chosen out of hundreds of candidates! This wasn’t a decision made on a lark, nor was Anadae doing anything to sully the Helm name. Plenty of people had gaps between Initiate levels and pursuing further degrees. Brint himself hadn’t immediately gone for his Adept Two—that decision had only come about this year. They’d both be going for secondary degrees… he was just further along the path. He had been encouraged to pursue more schooling, unlike⁠—

      Anadae made herself take a long, slow breath. The past didn’t matter. It all changed now. Mina Helm was both educated and practical—she would see Anadae’s reasoning. Couldn’t argue with the official document on the table recognizing Anadae’s worth.

      Which was necessary, because Anadae needed her mother’s status in extracting her personal finances from the family accounts. The scholarship covered tuition and provided a small stipend, but it wouldn’t be enough to live on. An unfortunate side effect of Anadae having been in the family business for her entire life was that she had always enjoyed access to the Helm account, never needing one of her own. Setting one up hadn’t been a problem. A significant transfer of funds, however—that had given the bank pause. Anadae couldn’t proceed without alerting her parents. The thought of taking the money and disappearing in the night had crossed her mind, but only for a moment. She was determined to go down the path of magic, but it would be a lie to say she wasn’t hopeful for her family’s blessing.

      Anadae glanced up as motion at the parlor door caught her eye. “About time! I was expecting you⁠—”

      She faltered as not Brint but her mother walked in. “Mama.” Her heart sank further as her younger sister Calya followed Mina Helm into the parlor. “Caly.”

      “Were you expecting someone else?” Mina said, eyes roving over Anadae’s face before settling on the paper laid out on the table.

      “You didn’t run into Brint out there, did you?” Anadae said.

      Disgust bashed against panic as both her mother and sister shook their heads. Great. An audience for an already uncomfortable conversation, and her backup was nowhere to be found. She hadn’t gotten the time wrong. Brint was punctual when he cared to be… but today was not one of those days. As she should’ve assumed. Lying bastard.

      Forcing a tight smile, Anadae offered the acceptance letter to her mother.

      “Sylveren,” Mina said without looking at the paper. At Anadae’s nod, Mina sighed. Her eyes hardly touched the letter before they were back on Anadae’s face. “When did you apply for this?”

      “Months ago.”

      Calya made a sound at that, but Anadae couldn’t tell if it was surprise or dismay. The four years separating them had grown wide over time, and though they were not estranged, Anadae had never really known her little sister well. Once Anadae went off to the Valley, that gulf would only widen. That she couldn’t decide if she felt any particular way about it probably said something about them both.

      “Ana.” Her mother pressed the letter back toward Anadae, eyes closing as if steeling herself for a fight.

      “I’m going.” The words spilled out of her, unprompted, neither defiant nor a plea for understanding. More a statement, softly spoken. A touch apologetic.

      “This goes against everything we’ve raised you to be,” Mina said, her tone even. “Everything you’ve worked toward.”

      Anadae wanted to shrivel inward, struggled to keep the burn in her eyes from turning fully into tears. The boldness she’d felt in finally being free of caring what Brint thought evaporated at her mother’s disappointment. “I know,” she whispered. “But it’s what I want.”

      “What you want,” Mina said quietly. “You’d be leaving just to start over, after all this time—that’s what you want?”

      “They—they think I have merit.”

      “What about the Avenors? Or your work for the company? People will think⁠—”

      “I’m not marrying Brint.” The words came out in a rush. Anadae winced, eyes darting between her mother’s narrowing expression and Calya’s surprise. She pressed on, voice wobbling. “We’ve agreed to call off the engagement.”

      “Brint agreed to this? You’ve already discussed it with him?”

      “Yes. He’s supposed to be here…” Anadae cast a hopeful glance toward the door even though she knew it’d be empty. Brint had never planned on being here. She hadn’t heard of anything amiss with Avenor Guard’s projects in the months since they’d made their pact, which was all well and good, she supposed, except it meant Brint’s business infidelities were useless as blackmail. Something he had grasped quicker than her.

      “Perhaps he recognized the foolishness of this”—Mina’s mouth twisted—“plan.”

      “Mama.”

      The quiet disappointment from before vanished as Mina glared. “Your father is co-sponsoring an important bill to the Lower Council soon. This kind of publicity is an embarrassment, Ana. Breaking off a partnership with our dear friends? We don’t do that.”

      “Surely, we aren’t so archaic that a business merger relies on marrying⁠—”

      “You are a Helm,” Mina said. “Endeavor to act like one.”

      “Helm Naval was built on a water enchantment. Your magic!” Anadae threw her hands up. “I’m only asking for a chance to study.”

      “We didn’t raise you to be so selfish. Think of⁠—”

      “I have done everything you’ve asked of me!” Anadae cried. “When was the last time I asked for something of my own?”

      “This isn’t the time to start.”

      “It never is.”

      Not trusting her voice to remain level, Anadae brushed past Calya as she made for the stairs. She was probably too old to be storming off to her room, but if she spent another second at that table, she’d scream. Bad enough that her mother already thought she was failing as a Helm without adding a loss of composure to the list.

      Her mother started to call her name, then broke off with an irritated huff. The sound only bolstered Anadae’s resolve to keep climbing the stairs. She thought her sister would stay behind, but Calya followed, unspeaking until Anadae’s bedroom door was closed behind them.

      “Why, Ana?” Calya said. “We’re so close to having everything.”

      “What are you talking about?” Anadae tried to sit, but nervous energy had her standing again and pacing in front of the window.

      “HNE,” Calya said, pronouncing it haitch-nee. She sat on the bed. “Our darling parents are getting so involved with Father’s transpo division work, eventually they’re going to turn HNE’s operations to us. Would’ve been to you, because eldest. And you had all your security connections from Avenor. You’re giving it all up!”

      “I didn’t—they’re not handing over the company. And if you think I have any sway at Avenor Guard, then you haven’t been paying attention. For years,” Anadae added, sourness curling her lip.

      “Not right away.” Calya made an exasperated noise. “But we were in position. We were going to get more opportunities with the AG merger. Brint’ll be off chasing military contracts. He wouldn’t get in the way.”

      “You should marry him, then.”

      “Don’t go, Ana. There’s so much to do with HNE. Why do you want to go up to the Valley anyway? All it does there is rain. Stay. In a few years, we’ll co-run this place.”

      Anadae stared at her sister, equal parts stung and filled with longing. Where Anadae largely took after their mother and her Hanyeok-descent looks, Calya, with her ruddy complexion and curly hair leaning more toward chestnut brown than black, had so much of Andrin Helm’s mix of Hanyeok and Graelynd in her features. The squared face, how it held a note of austerity as she talked, even when she was happy. The surety in her voice. Anadae had always known her sister took after their father, but somewhere along the way the transformation had completed, and she’d never noticed. Until now, as the sisters spoke of their goals with frankness.

      Only, too late. The afraid part of Anadae wanted to take the safety of known things her sister offered. Yet, standing in her childhood bedroom, Anadae knew only cages. The familiarity of Helm Naval held out as bait to bring her back in line.

      A shout drifted up from below.

      “Sounds like Father got the news,” Calya said.

      “Yes,” Anadae muttered, “and not in a giving mood.”

      Calya raised her brows. “What were you hoping for? You just told us that you want to abandon us. And you’ve been planning it for months.”

      “Not abandon,” Anadae said, rubbing her temples. “I’ve been unhappy for a while.” No one had been listening.

      “What about all those plans once we had the merger with AG?”

      “What about them?” Anadae cried. “When was the last time we planned anything?”

      Calya sniffed, her features pinching with a short, dismissive shrug. “Fine, then, go to Sylveren. You’ll get the skills to become head researcher here when you’re done. I can work on Father and the Avenors to keep the merger on the table even without the engagement.”

      “That’ll be difficult,” Anadae said, glancing away, “seeing as I’m studying environmental restoration.”

      “What? Why?” Calya’s nose wrinkled. “You’re not a grovetender. There’s no money in⁠—”

      “It’s how I want to use my magic.”

      Calya stood, folding her arms across her chest and jutting her chin out in challenge. “You are abandoning us. Running from anything to do with being a Helm.”

      “I’ve been pushed out of anything that doesn’t revolve around being Mrs. Brint Avenor for years. You never noticed.” Anadae shook her head, pointing at Calya when she started to argue. “None of you noticed. None of you listened to me. Where are the supposed opportunities being married off to Brint was supposed to get me?”

      “You’re still just enga⁠—”

      “They’re all lies, Caly. I’ve been stuck with him for years. I don’t love him, and I’m not⁠—”

      “Love,” Calya sneered. “This isn’t fantasyland. Love is a tale for children. Grow up, Ana.”

      Anadae gaped at her little sister. At the callous words, the coldness in her expression. She knew Calya was driven, had grand ambitions for the family’s company. But the disdain in her eyes, dripping like venom from her lips… Anadae hadn’t expected it. In her anger at her family for seeing only what they wished—and Anadae stood firm in that belief—a flicker of guilt came with the realization that she’d lost sight of Calya, too. Seen only a zeal for work instead of this derision.

      “The real world marries for gain. I thought you were just being obstinate to Mother, but if you really think it’s archaic?” Calya made a disgusted noise. “You brought this on yourself. Don’t blame us for unhappiness made of your own ignorance.”

      The shouting below them had stopped, but Anadae could hear intermittent louder rumbles through the floorboards, penetrating the taut silence that hung between the sisters.

      “I don’t want HNE the way you do,” Anadae said, hands splaying in a helpless gesture.

      “That, sister dearest, is obvious.” Calya stalked out of the room.

      Anadae watched her disappear down the hall into her own bedroom, the door snapping shut. Tears burned in her eyes, and she sank her teeth into her bottom lip to keep them at bay, blinking until her vision was passably clear. The anger and frustration that had buoyed Anadae mere moments before was gone, leaving her heartsick.

      But not swayed.

      Fingers clenched around the wrinkled acceptance letter tucked safely in her pocket, Anadae slipped away from her room, ghosting down the stairs. She didn’t go by the parlor; instead, she walked to the front door without pause. Went through it. Turned her back on her childhood home and made her way toward the harbor, lip bitten through to bleeding.
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