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      HAXA

      Haxa is the collective term for those whose magic comes from within. Their magic restores itself through rest and food.

      Aerial: Haxa air force. All aerials were trained as venandi, but they gave up part of their magic to transform, gain wings, and the ability to fly. Most aerials are unable to heal others or to portel. Once the transformation is complete, it cannot be reversed. Aerials are symbolized by a griffin.

      Aquatic: Haxa navy. All aquatic were trained as venandi, but have traded part of their magic for the ability to breathe underwater. Some aquatic choose to live solely in the water. Most aquatic are unable to portel. Once the transformation is complete, it cannot be reversed. The aquatic are symbolized by a kraken.

      Serit: Serits are half-haxa and half-striga. Their magic allows them to influence objects, create visions, and portel themselves and others across great distances. By drinking a person’s blood, a serit can uncover truths about the person’s past, morals, intentions, or plans for the future. If the subject is afraid, there are few limits to what the serit can discern in the blood. Serits are symbolized by a lynx.

      Shifter: Shifters are haxa whose magic carries a mutation. They can alter their appearance and size at will. The trait is genetic and often runs in families. Many shifters live disguised as venatrix. Shifters are symbolized by a chimera.

      Venandi: Haxa ground force. Venandi are haxa warriors trained to wield their magic in combat, heal themselves, and portel themselves and others. They form the foundation of the haxa military, from which both aerials and aquatic originate. The venandi are symbolized by a warg.

      Venatrix: Haxa civilians. Venatrix include healers, smiths, farmers, fishermen, and other trades. Venatrix use less magic than other haxa, as a result, their power is more limited. Unlike other haxa, venatrix still age, though at a slower pace than humans. Venatrix magic often takes on an elemental form. The venatrix are symbolized by a moose.

      DECICRUCI AND THEIR SPAWN

      Desicruci: Desicruci entered the world eight hundred years ago after casting their former world into eternal darkness. In addition to sharing the needs of magralots, desicruci consume magic and light, leaving crumbling dusk behind. Desicruci are powerful, manipulative and lack empathy for the worlds they ruin.

      Magralot: Magralots are part desicruci and part human or haxa. They need blood and suffering to survive. Magralots relish destruction. Their foremost purpose is to serve the desicruci. Magralots are manipulative and lack empathy for others.

      WIELDERS

      These are magic wielders who cannot generate magic within themselves. Instead, they draw it from nature or from individuals around them.

      Iroas: Iroas were humans who learned to wield the magic in the world around them. They lived apart from other humans, closer to the haxa, and came to no longer consider themselves human. By wielding great amounts of magic each day, iroas could cease aging. The last iroas died two centuries ago.

      Striga: Strigas were dragged from another realm by the desicruci. Though they had no innate magic, they were adept at wielding the power of the world around them. The last striga died six centuries ago, ending the First Contact War.

      GLOSSARY OF TERMS

      Cingo: A powerful spellmaker capable of both casting and breaking spells. One of the striga artifacts.

      Ember note: A letter spelled to ignite after being read.

      Epeigon: A form of mental communication, most commonly used on a larger scale as an emergency signal.

      Haxa Council: The ruling body of Maer, the haxa lands. The Haxa Council is composed of representatives from all six groups of haxa.

      Ignis: A weapon capable of burning magralots. One of the striga artifacts.

      Magmatic shackles: Shackles that torture the wearer if they attempt to use magic.

      Magxa: A derogatory collective term for magralots and haxa, used by humans.

      Portel: A magical form of transportation that moves a person or object from one place to another instantly.

      Solfröja: A collective name for flowers that only grow in areas with high concentrations of magic. They are characterized by petals in gold, copper, crimson, or bronze, regardless of shape.

      Tutela pattern: A protective spell cast by painting a tutela pattern onto an object such as doors, walls, weapons, one’s skin, or similar. The most powerful tutela patterns are Defensio and Praesidium, both of which are required to create a ward.

      Vigilia: An obsidian looking glass. One of the striga artifacts.
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      Being a fighter at the most prestigious combat club in town was fantastic.

      Until you lay flat on the packed dirt floor.

      Wind knocked out of you.

      Sweat stinging your eyes.

      And blood dripping from a cut along your hairline.

      Not that I’d experienced that in a long time.

      I smirked.

      Fynn gasped for breath where he sprawled, beaten and bleeding, his left eye already swelling. He should’ve known better than to spew insults before going up against me.

      Around us, fighters pummeled large bean-filled bags set against the slanting brick walls. From aristos to street rats, anyone who could scrounge up the three-coin entry fee was welcome to hone their skills at Master Xela’s club. The rain ravaging the streets of Malum tonight had driven even more fighters indoors, and the fug of unwashed bodies hung heavy in the air.

      I trained harder than anyone else.

      If they practiced ninety kicks a day, I practiced a hundred.

      If they ran for an hour, I ran uphill for an hour and five minutes.

      If they sparred twenty matches, I sparred twenty-two.

      My body was a honed weapon, and one of only two things that had never let me down.

      The other was Savrine.

      She dropped her opponent with a roundhouse kick, her gaze finding mine the moment he hit the ground. We exchanged nods that barely contained our excitement.

      Fynn muttered something under his breath as he staggered away, pressing a hand to his battered face.

      “Elyn, beating your opponents to a pulp isn’t the best look,” Savrine said as she approached, though her voice was light with amusement. She knew I wouldn’t drop someone who didn’t deserve it.

      Grinning, I unwound my hand wraps. “How else will I prove to Master Xela I’m strong enough for the instructor position?”

      Her kohl-lined eyes sparkled. “You’re the obvious choice, and you know it.”

      I chuckled. Once I earned the position, I could finally quit bouncing drunks at the taverns. I would train for a living, sharpening my body, learning, and growing stronger.

      And I’d make sure Savrine became an instructor too.

      Across the room, Neil cut through the crowd, his clean-shaven face and leather satchel making him look like an aristo, even though he wasn’t. The linen tunic and stained boots gave him away.

      “Here to yap or to train?” he called.

      I’d gladly do more than train with him…

      “I’ll go,” Savrine said, hopping up to meet Neil as he grinned.

      When he turned away, she caught my gaze and dragged the back of her hand across her bottom lip in an exaggerated swoon.

      I narrowed my eyes. I was not drooling.

      Just in case, I swallowed.

      They circled each other, starting slow and building speed. Despite holding back, Savrine had the upper hand. She could serve his ass on a platter, but she was too nice to humiliate newcomers. Neil’s lithe form dodged her strikes, muscles tensing, low grunts escaping him with every new combination she sent his way.

      They spun and struck, a brutal dance unfolding.

      A symphony of jumps, knees, dodges, and blows.

      Neil twisted and landed a kick square in Savrine’s chest. She stumbled back, eyes wide.

      Bloody rains. How had he done that?

      Neil had only been training here a few weeks. Savrine had been here for years. I knew she wasn’t going full strength, but still…

      They called off the match, and Savrine grinned as she headed for the ceramic water jars.

      Neil’s dark curls clung to his pale skin, glistening with sweat as he threw me a mischievous smile that made his chestnut eyes light up.

      “Nice moves,” I said.

      His grin widened. “Thanks. Next time, I’ll take you on.”

      I gave him my best skeptical side-eye—the one that usually sent men running. “You could try, but you’ll be wheezing on the floor before you land a hit.”

      He gasped theatrically. “You think I’m that bad?”

      “I know I’m that much better.” He might be cute, but I took my fights seriously.

      Neil placed a hand on his chest. “Elyn, you wound me.”

      I laughed under my breath. “You’ve only been here a few weeks. Fighters who’ve been here for years don’t stand a chance. Saying you’d be wheezing instead of bleeding was me being nice.”

      Neil laughed too, the sound faint against the thuds and grunts around us.

      A familiar hand landed heavily on my arm.

      “Done for the day?” Savrine handed Neil a cup of water, sweat slicking her forehead.

      I wanted to stay and keep talking to Neil, but all I said was, “Yes. I’ll leave when you do.”

      “I’ll get my things.” Short strands of midnight hair had escaped Savrine’s braid, forming a halo around her head.

      I laced up my boots, tucked my dagger into its sheath, threw on my cloak, and slung my wool satchel over my shoulder. If only I could find a way to keep this conversation going a little longer…

      Bracing myself for rejection, I turned to Neil. “Care to join us for a stroll?” I batted my eyelashes.

      “Sure,” Neil said, pushing off the wall.

      My heart fluttered as he grabbed his satchel.

      Savrine smirked behind him, wiggling her eyebrows. I rolled my eyes, resisting the urge to smack her. Last time I tried to rein her in, she made loud kissing noises in front of everyone.

      The three of us stepped into the night. Despite the downpour earlier, the reek of unwashed bodies and waste clung to the air. The cobblestone streets were less crowded than during the day, but still too busy. A sure sign another execution was about to take place.

      The Institution was clear: a burning magxa was a good magxa. Magxa murdered, raped, and enslaved humans. Worse were the humans who willingly bartered with them, selling out neighbors for magic luck. While magxa fed off the neighbors’ life essences, the traitors enjoyed their wishes coming true. Therefore, the Institution ruled: anyone associated with magxa burned too.

      The cobblestones gave way to packed dirt as we ventured deeper into the slums, navigating narrow alleyways.

      Without warning, someone dumped their sewage from an upper window. My lip curled as we narrowly escaped the splash. “I hate having to watch where I put my feet and what might come from above.”

      “Better that than getting splattered,” Savrine said.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Or worse.” We laughed, weaving through the crowd.

      Neil dropped back, waving us forward so he could follow.

      Savrine caught my eye again, and I knew that searching look. I gave a small nod as we passed the alley to her parents’ home.

      She didn’t love the burnings. I worried that someday, someone would notice her lack of enthusiasm—and label her a traitor. Even a moment’s hesitation could get you chained to the pyre.

      “This is me,” Savrine said. She hugged me tight, her honey-salt scent filling my lungs.

      I squeezed her back harder, reveling in the feeling of rightness, of home, being in my best friend’s embrace.

      “Miss you already!” I shouted as she walked away.

      She blew me a kiss. I caught it, smiling to myself.

      Two years. That’s how long Savrine’s family had taken me in when we were just fourteen and I had nowhere else to go.

      I still remembered that first night after everything had been taken from me, when I sat at the edge of her cot and stared aimlessly across the room.

      Savrine crouched down before me, her dark eyes unrelenting. “You’re not just staying here. This is your home now.”

      I shook my head, my voice barely a whisper. “It’s not. It can’t be. I don’t even have⁠—”

      Food was scarce without an extra mouth to feed, I couldn’t ask her to give up what little she had.

      Savrine cut me off, plucking her favorite yellow wool scarf from her neck and wrapping it around my shoulders. “You do now.” She grinned and sat cross-legged on the floor. “And if anyone says otherwise, they’ll have to deal with me.”

      She hummed softly next to me until the gnawing ache in my chest settled and I drifted off into the first peaceful sleep I’d had in weeks.

      I owed her everything.

      Once Savrine disappeared around a corner, Neil and I continued our stroll, dodging excited bodies as best we could. My fingers brushed the yellow lining of my cloak. Savrine’s favorite color.

      “You’re really close,” he said.

      “She’s my best friend. My sister in every way that matters. I’d do anything for her.” I didn’t have much, but I considered myself fortunate. I had Savrine.

      “I have brothers like that,” Neil said softly. “I’d die for them.”

      I waited, giving him space, but he didn’t say more.

      Instead, after a long silence, his gaze found mine.

      “Is she really everything they say?”

      “Who?”

      “Master Xela.” His tone added the “obviously.”

      “She’s brilliant. More than words can describe,” I said. “You haven’t trained with her personally, have you?”

      “Not yet⁠—”

      “Then don’t question it until you do.” I took a deep breath, instantly regretting it as the stench of vomit registered in my nostrils. “Master Xela only trains the ones she deems worthy.”

      He contemplated my words as we passed an abandoned building with boarded-up windows.

      “So, what made her find you worthy?” he asked. “Maybe I could use some advice.”

      “I don’t know. She just… approached me after practice one day.”

      “And from then on, you trained with the legendary Master?” he teased, shoving me lightly toward a puddle.

      I barely sidestepped it. “You did that on purpose.”

      “Again, you wound me. I would never want a lady’s boots to get excrement on them.”

      I snorted.

      At twenty-one, struggling to survive in Malum, I was nobody’s idea of a lady.

      The screams of magxa accomplices and the acrid bite of resin torches filled the air.

      We rounded the corner onto the largest square in the slums.

      The crowd was packed tight.

      The Institution’s Watchers lined the edges, blank-faced, searching. I felt their gazes linger too long, even though I’d done nothing wrong.

      In the center stood the pyre, three figures chained to its wooden mast. A man, and two crying children.

      The man’s voice rose over the crowd. “The protection barrier is crumbling. Magxa are coming for you. Magic luck is the only salva⁠—”

      A rock flew through the air, silencing him mid-sentence.

      The mob roared with rage.

      “Traitor!”

      “Magxa worshiper!”

      Three torches lit the pyre below their feet.

      Looking away was treason.

      Flames caught, licking up their legs, incinerating their hair, their screams tearing the night apart.

      My stomach turned as I forced myself to watch. Any contact with magxa was too much, and the three on the pyre deserved what they got.

      Still, unease clawed at me.

      The barrier had held for centuries.

      The iroas—magic-wielding humans—had created it. They wouldn’t abandon us. They were still human.

      A chill ran through me, despite the warmth of the crowd.

      Neil’s eyes glinted red in the firelight.

      He straightened, squeezing my hand. “Let’s go.”

      We left the square, the screams fading behind us.

      “You okay?” Neil asked, voice rougher now.

      “Of course,” I said automatically.

      There was something comforting about the smell of fire.

      There had to be.

      As long as they were actually guilty.

      I stomped down the thought before it could fester in my bones. The burnings were good; they helped us. I was grateful the traitors got what they deserved.

      We reached my crumbling building and stopped.

      I gazed up at Neil, searching for something to anchor me. The stench of searing flesh clung to my nostrils, mingling with the damp rot of the slums.

      “I feel safer after a burning,” I said in a low voice.

      “Do you think you’ll always feel that way?” His voice was quieter now, rougher, like he was peeling back a layer of me with his question alone.

      My breath caught. His gaze sharpened, but his fingers were gentle as he tucked a strand of dark-blond hair behind my ear. His touch lingered on my cheek.

      “Of course. It makes me feel safer, but also lonely.”

      Neil nodded as he leaned in, his breath warm against my skin. “Your hair looks a lot darker in this light. And it’s almost impossible to make out the green in your eyes.”

      I bit the inside of my lip to keep from smiling. “Someone’s been paying attention.”

      Neil gazed at me through his impossibly long lashes. “Can you blame me?”

      My heart fluttered.

      “My place is right over there.” I gestured to the sad little structure with the leaking roof. “Do you want to come in?”

      “Sure.” A smile curved his slim lips as we strolled down the packed dirt walkway.

      He placed a hand on my lower back as we walked toward my door.

      I glanced over my shoulder at him, catching the heat in his gaze.

      Well.

      This would be fun.
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      A large ale stain on the floor greeted me as I peeled myself off the filthy bed sheets and onto the dusty, uneven floorboards.

      Like most things in my life, my room was falling apart.

      The paint flaked off the slanting walls, the window shutters hung askew, and an empty chamber pot stood in the corner.

      In my single chamber, that meant zero privacy.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the lean figure sprawled across the bed. My cheeks heated, and a slow smile tugged at my mouth.

      Memories from last night flickered through me, Neil throwing me onto the mattress, caressing my bare skin, kissing his way down my throat. How I’d grabbed his dark curls, pushed his mouth against mine, savoring the taste of him.

      Grabbing my satchel of training gear and a piece of stale bread, I slipped out.

      The latrine situation wasn’t something I intended to stick around for.

      Neither was having to deal with last night’s conquest come dawn.

      I left the door unlocked and picked my way down the malodorous alleyway and onto the broader cobblestone street.

      Merchants pushed carts or yelled from their stalls, hawking goods as cheap as they were shoddy.

      The humid morning buzzed with noise. People shouted and shoved between the stands. Aristos covered their noses with small, perfumed handkerchiefs to ward off the stench of sweat and grime. Watchers in long gray cloaks prowled the crowds, inspecting anyone who looked even slightly suspicious.

      I rushed forward, nearly colliding with a pale man whose white hair stood on end.

      “Watch where you’re going!” he called after me.

      I didn’t bother to respond, ducking down one of the slim alley shortcuts toward the square of last night’s burning. The passage was narrow and dark. Perfect. A good shortcut shouldn’t be crowded, and this one never was.

      The faint scent of charred wood clung to the air, mixing with the ever-present stink of sweat and waste. Dozens of wanted posters and missing-person notices were nailed to the cracked walls.

      I recognized the man from last night. His image twisted in fury, lips pulled back in a feral snarl.

      My stomach clenched. I tugged at the rough fabric of my tunic sleeve, grounding myself. Beside his poster, the crimes read:

      Day 38 of Spring, Year 306 of Freedom:

      Larg Rodmark, age thirty-six. Crime: Conspiring with magxa. Punishment: Public burning.

      Malin Rodmark, age six. Crime: Suspicious behavior. Residing with magxa aider Larg Rodmark. Punishment: Public burning.

      Usta Rodmark, age ten. Crime: Guilty by association. In possession of knowledge only magxa accomplices could hold. Punishment: Public burning.

      Unease roiled in my gut.

      I ground my teeth and shoved it down.

      Reporting others was a sign of loyalty to the Institution.

      It was supposed to grant immunity.

      But some things were unforgivable.

      Ignorance was no excuse when it came to magxa. We all had to stay vigilant and guard against betrayal, even from those closest to us.

      The rest of the wall displayed more criminal sketches and decrees, warning citizens to keep away from the remains of offenders.

      I skirted the blackened ashes at the center of the square, careful not to get too close.

      It wasn’t safe.

      I stared at the scorched ground. Their screams echoed in my mind, tearing at something deep inside of me. I shook my head sharply, trying to silence them.

      This was good. Now they couldn’t hurt anyone else.

      A group of masked men and women in long red robes entered the square—the Institution. They would cleanse the area, ensuring the offenders’ treasonous thoughts didn’t infect others.

      Sighing, I cut through another alley, making my way toward the club. I didn’t have a session with Master Xela today, but it didn’t matter. Step one in proving my worth was simple: show up every day.

      I was halfway there when a scream shattered the air.

      “No! No, don’t!”

      A female voice. It kind of sounded like…

      I froze at the intersection of two alleys, scanning the crowd. People glanced up, but no one stopped. No one cared.

      Another scream.

      “Let me go!”

      My blood ran cold.

      Savrine.

      I sprinted toward the sound.

      I’m coming, Savrine.

      I tore through the narrow walkways, my boots slipping on wet stone. I rounded a corner into a blind alley. A man stood in the shade of the buildings, dagger in hand, blood dripping from the blade. A petite woman lay crumpled at his feet, a gaping wound in her side.

      Relief flooded me—it wasn’t Savrine.

      Shame quickly took its place.

      This woman needed help. This was what I trained for. The man twitched, cracking his neck, clenching and straining his empty hand like he was barely holding something back. Then he turned. And our eyes locked.

      Something dark slithered across his pupils, spreading through the whites of his eyes until there was nothing human left.

      Magic.

      The hairs along my neck lifted. My heart hammered against my ribs, screaming at me to get away from the magxa. I fought the magnetic pull of his gaze. As he looked away, releasing me, I glimpsed his face.

      I gasped and stumbled back.

      No.

      The air fled my lungs, and I could no longer feel my fingers.

      No, no, no, no.

      It couldn’t be. It was impossible.

      Neil.

      Ice filled my veins. My lips parted, but no sound came out.

      Blood pooled around the fallen woman, thick and glistening.

      Paralyzed, I could only watch as she drew one last, broken breath.

      Valfreja save us.

      “She needs help,” I whispered, the words escaping without thought. Neil’s eyes went black. Purple, webbed patterns crawled across his face and neck—markings of a magralot.

      But magralots didn’t look like men.

      Neil straightened, the pulsing lines under his skin writhing as he inhaled deeply.

      “Who said that?” he growled. The voice that came out of him wasn’t human.

      Nausea twisted my stomach. I had to get out. I couldn’t save the woman. If the Institution found her tied to magic, she’d die on the pyre anyway.

      My knees shook. I backed up a step.

      Neil blinked rapidly, the blackness running in streams down his cheeks. His irises burned crimson. He inhaled again, slow and deliberate. I retreated another step, ready to bolt.

      “Stop!” he snarled, and the command vibrated through my bones. I slammed into something hard behind me, an invisible wall. I twisted my head, nothing was there. But I could feel it pressing against me, cold, thick air.

      The body and the blood pooled on the ground pulsed once, hissed and evaporated into a red mist. Neil inhaled it like a drug.

      Where the woman had been, all that remained was cracked, dried blood. I gasped. I couldn’t run. I could fight, but my chances against a magxa were limited at best.

      Neil’s eyes glowed as he stalked toward me, sniffing the air. He grinned, a feral, knowing grin. “It’s you,” he said, voice slick with amusement. “With all the people that have seen us together, you can’t tell anyone. If you do… you’ll burn.” He reached out and caressed the side of my face.

      I froze. His touch was slow, deliberate. He traced his nose up the column of my throat, the same way he had last night. I whimpered, hating that I couldn’t stop the sound from escaping my lips.

      “Only a matter of time now.” He chuckled as he sauntered down the alley, walking like a man who owned the world.

      As if I hadn’t been here. As if he hadn’t murdered someone in front of me. As if I didn’t know the truth.

      Murderers were imprisoned. Those who consorted with magxa burned alive.

      The realization crashed over me.

      My stomach heaved. I staggered to the side and vomited into the gutter.

      The only trace of Neil’s victim, the woman I had hoped to help, was the faint rust-colored smear. Soon that would be gone too.

      I dragged the back of my hand across my mouth and I spun toward Neil’s retreating shape. He just ruined my life.

      Terror crackled into embers beneath my skin, sparking and catching fire in my veins.

      I screamed, swinging at him as if, despite the distance between us, my fists could somehow reach him.

      A bright light erupted from my palms.

      With a thunderclap, the alley walls beside me cracked, fissures splitting through the stone. I yelped, stumbling, staring in horror at my dry, scarred hands. Neil didn’t even glance back as he turned the corner and disappeared.

      What have I done?

      No. I’m in shock. That’s all. It wasn’t my fault.

      That was not magic.

      My center wrenched as I took in the two deep cracks marring the walls. If I hadn’t already emptied my stomach, I would be now.

      It had to be his magic. A trick. I hadn’t bargained for magic luck. I couldn’t have magic.

      This wasn’t my fault.

      Shivering, my eyes burned with unshed tears. Someone had died here, and no one would ever know. The Institution wouldn’t care about explanations. They would ask how I survived when the other woman hadn’t. The only answer they would accept was magic luck.

      I couldn’t report Neil for being a magxa. Too many people had seen us together at the club. The questions would fall back on me… and on Savrine.

      It was cowardly, and unjust. It was also true.

      I couldn’t tell anyone.

      On shaking legs, I forced myself to take a step forward. I needed to get out of here before someone saw me. I glanced up at the windows above, heart hammering.

      What if someone already had?

      Footsteps neared. I recoiled at the sound, wanting to hide. Was Neil coming back to finish the job?

      But it wasn’t Neil.

      Master Xela rounded the corner, her green cotton coat flaring over her leather boots. Every step she took owned the space around her. Her hair was braided into five thick cornrows, jaw set, posture rigid with readiness. Her dark eyes widened when she saw me.

      Hugging myself, I bent forward, afraid I might retch again. She scanned the alley—the cracked walls, the bloodstains, the empty air, the vomit—before stepping toward me. She placed a strong arm around my shoulders and pulled me against her side.

      “Come, Elyn,” she said, voice low and steady. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      Tears pricked my eyes.

      She couldn’t know. She couldn’t.

      We walked in silence to the club, only a few streets away.

      Valfreja, please don’t let her understand.

      Three Watchers in their gray cloaks passed us, radiating judgment. I held my breath, every muscle rigid, praying they wouldn’t look too closely. Praying they couldn’t smell the wrongness clinging to me.

      “Good day,” Master Xela said, her tone calm, her posture relaxed.

      The Watchers nodded and moved on. I exhaled a broken breath, a hiccup working its way up my throat.

      I wrapped my arms tighter around myself, desperate to hold my pieces together. Master Xela led me through the club’s back entrance, straight into her office. The small space was neat, almost spartan. A table in the center of the room held her personalized correspondence—charcoal, ink, and reed pens. Four chairs surrounded it. Against one wall stood a heavy oak dresser. In the corner, a burgundy carpet lay over the floor under a single, lonely armchair.

      She bolted the door behind us before grabbing a thick blanket and wrapping it around my shoulders. Had I not been such a wreck, I would have been mortified to let her see me like this. She eased me into the armchair.

      “Who was it?” she asked in a soft voice, but underneath, there was something sharper. Something burning low and steady.

      I clenched my teeth. “What was it?”

      She shook her head slowly, her gaze weighing me. “We will not touch upon that.”

      My breathing hitched.

      She knew.

      Would she report me?

      Her gaze sharpened. “Something terrible happened today.”

      I’d been wrong before, it wasn’t fire in her eyes. The way she looked at me was pure, unyielding, and cold.

      I swallowed hard. I needed to lie. Needed to convince her of my innocence.

      “I need you to tell me. Who did this?”

      I hugged myself tighter. I didn’t want to say it. Didn’t want to relive it.

      “Elyn, who was it?” Her voice deepened, carrying the weight of the master, leaving no room for escape.

      The name clawed its way up my throat.

      “Neil Birk,” I whispered.

      If she was surprised, her face gave nothing away.

      “Lie on the table,” she said. “Let me take a look at you.”

      Shame burned through me. I didn’t want her seeing me this small, broken, and filthy.

      “I would like to make sure you’re not injured, that your energy flows freely.”

      She often spoke of how energy connected all living things to the elements, and to each other. She cleared the table with a few efficient sweeps. I climbed onto the surface, trembling, and lay on my back.

      Master Xela hovered her hands above me, her palms sweeping up and down in slow, methodical passes, never touching me. It was strange. But I would have endured anything if it meant she wouldn’t turn me in. I closed my eyes as new fear swept through me.

      “Master Xela,” I croaked, “will this impact who the new instructor is?” I couldn’t believe my own boldness. If this would stand in my way, I needed to know.

      Her voice was flat. “No. I’ve already made my decision.”

      My heart dropped through the floor. If my world hadn’t already shattered today, this would have finished it.

      I was her best student. The most dedicated. I had done everything.

      It wasn’t enough.

      A hollow ache yawned wide inside me.

      For a second, out of the corner of my eye, I thought one of her palms glowed as it lingered over my stomach.

      I blinked. It was gone.

      I’m just seeing things. Neil. Magic. Murder. It’s all scrambling my mind.

      “It’s neither your skill nor your work ethic standing in your way,” she said, calm and cool. “Even so, you are not ready.”

      “I don’t understand,” I whispered. The words felt too small, too late.

      “A strong fighter is hard to beat. A skilled fighter is even harder. But a wise fighter knows to respect the battle, and to wait their turn. You are not yet a wise fighter, Elyn.”

      Tears stung my eyes, hot and humiliating. She placed a steady hand on my arm.

      “To become a role model, you must learn to trust others, and to consider how your actions affect those around you.”

      She offered a small, genuine smile. “You’re going to be fine. Rest.”

      “I might be fine,” I rasped, voice trembling, “but⁠—”

      The words broke in my throat.

      A woman had died.

      And still, selfishly, all I could think of was my dream slipping through my fingers.

      Even worse—magic, foul and forbidden, had bloomed from my skin.

      I shook my head, tears spilling.

      No wonder she hadn’t chosen me.

      Master Xela nodded once, understanding more than I could ever say. She moved to the corner of the room, pushed the armchair aside, and rolled up the burgundy carpet with deliberate care. From beneath a loose floor stone, she withdrew an item wrapped in brown cloth.

      Without ceremony, she pulled away the covering.

      A club.

      The pale hilt fit perfectly against a black sphere the size of a fist. She slung it under her arm.

      “Rest. Regain your strength.”

      And then she left, striding out the door with the kind of determination that brooked no argument.
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      The barkeep held out his hand. “Payment first.”

      I suppressed a sigh. He knew I was out of coin.

      “Water,” I said, even though what I craved was ale. I forced myself to move as if nothing were wrong, as if I didn’t know the Watchers had reason to scrutinize my every breath.

      Almost two weeks had passed since everything had fallen apart.

      Since Master Xela disappeared.

      The barkeep rolled his eyes but slid a battered tin cup across the counter anyway.

      I rocked back in the gangly wooden chair, forcing myself to look relaxed. I didn’t glance over my shoulder. Didn’t let my eyes dart toward the exits. Instead, I stared up at the gray-stained ceiling of the nearly empty tavern.

      It was still early. Too early for drunks or trouble. And yet… the feeling of being watched clawed at me. I took a slow sip of the lukewarm water. I’d lost my job as a doorkeeper when Savrine and I started sneaking through Malum’s backstreets, searching for any sign of Master Xela, while avoiding Neil at all costs.

      People said she’d left on business. But late at night, when the silence closed in, darker possibilities gnawed at me.

      What if Neil had found her first? What if, despite all her training, all her strength, she was nothing more than a patch of dried blood on some forgotten street?

      I clenched my jaw, reigning in the urge to slam my palm against the table.

      Water. It wasn’t even good for drowning sorrows.

      Across the room, a chair scraped against the floor. I nearly flinched, nearly snapped my head toward the sound.

      I forced my movements to stay slow, casual, taking another sip.

      The club wasn’t the same without Master Xela. It felt hollow. Haunted.

      I avoided it now, except to slip more notes onto the pile growing dust on her desk.

      It was only a matter of time before Neil turned up there. I needed to be far away when he did.

      Sooner or later, the Institution would catch wind of Neil’s true nature. When they did, I needed to be on the right side of the flames. I needed to prove my loyalty. Maybe by reporting someone first—someone suspicious, someone no one would vouch for.

      Someone expendable.

      A dull ache bloomed behind my eyes. I pressed my fingertips to my temples, trying to smother the headache before it split my skull.

      Beside me, someone cleared their throat.

      I glared at them out of habit, hoping the look alone would send them scurrying. I didn’t want pity. I didn’t want company.

      It wasn’t the barkeep.

      Instead, a tall, well-built man stood there, smiling a little too easily. An arrogant, close-lipped smile that didn’t quite reach his upturned caramel-colored eyes.

      Great. A smug, pretty boy… with a tushie face.

      Because of course Valfreja had to send me a pretty idiot when I least needed it.

      His full lips pursed. “What brings you here?” he asked, voice low and casual.

      My nostrils flared. What kind of question was that? It was a tavern.

      I had always disliked people who assumed they had a right to my time.

      His clothes were too fine. The embroidered tunic. The well-woven wool cloak. An outlander, most likely. Maybe a merchant from Orby or Gronhamn.

      Here in Malum, no one trusted outsiders. They came and went as they pleased, but they were never truly welcome.

      My stomach twisted, but survival meant hard choices.

      The Institution trusted its own. And I needed to be trusted.

      I forced a pleasant smile and leaned forward in my seat. I’d ask him a few questions. If anything seemed amiss, I’d report him.

      If the Watchers were monitoring me—and I had to assume they were—they would see my loyalty loud and clear.

      No one would believe an outlander over me.

      Perfect scapegoat.

      I batted my lashes at the empty seat beside me. He took the hint and sat, twisting the chair to face the entrance of the tavern.

      He wore a sword strapped to his hip. Two daggers glinted at his belt. And across his chest was a club with a black stone orb.

      Excessive for a merchant.

      Possibly a mercenary.

      My fingers traced the rim of my tin cup. “You first, stranger.” I smiled sweetly. “Tell me about yourself.”

      He leaned back lazily, raking a pale hand through his red-brown hair. A dazzling half-smile curved his mouth.

      “Well…” His gaze swept over me, lingering a second too long. “Do you want the truth? Or something far more interesting?”

      I huffed a laugh, surprising myself.

      “I suppose that depends,” I said, arching a brow. “Are you more interesting when you lie?”

      He chuckled, low and teasing. “Oh, I’m fascinating either way.”

      How smug could one person be?

      He leaned in closer, voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur. “You know⁠—”

      The tavern door banged open. I jerked upright, heart slamming against my ribs.

      Neil stood in the doorway, his gang spilling in behind him with axes and wicked daggers.

      He scanned the room. His bloodshot eyes found us instantly.

      I froze.

      Memories I’d tried so hard to bury assaulted me—the blood mist, the cracked walls, Neil’s monstrous grin. Black spots danced at the edges of my vision.

      He’s come for me.

      Neil pointed, not at me, but at the man beside me. “GRAB HIM!”

      The stranger shot to his feet and bolted behind the bar, disappearing through a backdoor. Half of Neil’s gang chased after him, weapons drawn. The rest spilled out the front to cut off his escape.

      I had to get out.

      Now.

      If anyone saw me here, I was dead.

      I forced my trembling legs to move and inched toward the door. The barkeep’s eyes caught mine. I swallowed hard.

      As I stepped outside, the gang’s cries echoed off the crumbling buildings.

      The stranger had seemed decent enough. Flirty, sure. Invasive, definitely. And the way he watched me from under those long lashes…

      If he disappeared and I was the last person he’d been seen with… I didn’t want to think about it.

      But if I alerted the Watchers and they saw him chased by magxa, it would be two mice in one trap.

      I would prove my loyalty to the Institution without directly reporting Neil. No one would ask why I’d been there.

      The stranger might get caught in the crossfire. But in his current predicament, he already was.

      This wasn’t fair. It was survival.

      The gang raced in the direction of Rowdy Jeane’s Bakery. I avoided the place after learning her meat buns contained rat, but Watchers always lingered around there.

      One trembling step after another, I followed the thunder of boots on cobblestone, keeping a block’s distance between me and them.

      My muscles tightened as I picked up the pace.

      At the end of the alley, I broke into a sprint, matching their path from a safer parallel street.

      Each breath came sharp and shallow. My chest burned, but I forced the pain aside.

      I needed protection.

      I needed to survive.

      At a junction, I spotted them. The gang spread out in front of an abandoned house, raising their hands in eerie unison.

      Were they rallying magic? Was that even possible with Malum’s low magic levels?

      Across the square, four Watchers stood near a stone fountain, their gray hoods pulled low.

      A breeze swept through the streets, sharp and cold.

      The wind battered me from every direction, flinging my hair into my eyes.

      Panic twisted in my gut. What if I was too late? What if something happened to him before the Watchers moved?

      Gritting my teeth, I sprinted toward them, waving my arms wildly.

      “Magxa, chasing someone.” My lungs burned.

      One Watcher stepped forward, icy blue eyes slicing through me. The others turned to the disturbance.

      A scream echoed from behind me. “Magxa!”

      The Watchers sprang into action.

      The one closest seized the back of my collar with brutal efficiency. “You’re coming with us,” he barked.

      I stumbled, nearly losing my balance. “What? No. I was just⁠—”

      I struggled against his iron grip.

      I knew better than to fight him openly. Fighting a Watcher never ended well for anyone.

      “Running in the wrong place at the wrong time,” he said. “Suspicious behavior.”

      Suspicious. The word stabbed into my mind like a blade.

      I twisted hard, tearing free, and bolted.

      Boots pounded behind me.

      Ahead, the gang still stood at the abandoned house, their hands lifted. A sickly chorus of screeches filled the air.

      I glanced back. The Watcher was gaining on me.

      Bloody rains.

      The wind howled down the alleyways. Instinct screamed: Get inside.

      I threw myself at the boarded-up window of the abandoned house and forced the wooden shutters open.

      The air thickened around me as I squeezed through the gap.

      Inside, the stench of mildew and rot clawed at my senses. Floorboards squealed as I crept deeper. The house groaned, barely holding together.

      Neil’s gang was outside. The Watchers weren’t far behind.

      A staircase loomed ahead. If I had to fight, better to have the advantage of higher ground.

      I needed more than luck.

      I took the stairs two at a time, each creaking step echoing in the stillness. At the landing, a figure hunched in the doorway to my left.

      The stranger.

      Tushie Face.

      He stared at me, wild-eyed, daggers clenched in both fists. Heavy boots thudded below. They were coming. I froze, heart hammering.

      If the Watchers found me here. If they found me with Neil’s gang⁠—

      No explanation would save me.

      The stranger’s eyes darted to the stairwell, then back to me. His muscles coiled tight, ready to spring.

      This was a mistake. The biggest one of my life.

      I should have left Tushie Face to his own demise and saved myself.

      “We need to get out of here,” I hissed.

      He didn’t move. His gaze raked over me, cautious, calculating.

      “I said now,” I snapped, brushing past him, shoving his shoulder. Footsteps thundered at the base of the stairs.

      I sprinted through a small sleeping chamber toward a window.

      The shutters banged wide under my hands. The opening was covered, not glass, but something like it—dirty and warped, but see-through.

      I ripped off my tunic, wrapped it around my fist, and punched through. The surface spiderwebbed, then exploded outward in a shower of shards. Below, two stories down, packed dirt waited in the dark alley.

      I could do this.

      I had to.

      A glance behind, then I’d jump. Two golden eyes appeared inches from mine. I swallowed a shriek, clenching my jaw.

      “Don’t scare me like that.” I braced my hands on the frame and jumped.

      For a heartbeat, my feet hit the outer wall, using it to launch away. I twisted midair, landing hard but rolling to absorb the impact. Pain rattled through my bones, but I shoved it aside.

      The stranger landed beside me, already on his feet, moving smoothly.

      Impressive.

      Above, boots pounded across the ruined floorboards. Down the alley, more boots scraped against the street. I yanked my tunic back over my head. From the corner of my eye, a swirling black cloud formed, and another figure appeared.

      He had similar handsome features, but harder.

      Colder.

      His jaw locked, his expression unyielding. I cringed away, into Tushie Face’s hard chest.

      A scream tore the night open. I twisted, locking eyes with the Watcher who had chased me.

      His icy blue gaze was fixed on me.

      Only me.

      He sprinted straight for us, his cloak flaring behind him. A cold, smoky wind wrapped around us. The world stretched and buckled. Thunder roared in my ears. The ground tilted. The air collapsed inward, folding us into a spiral.

      Oh no.

      Magic.
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      Swirling darkness clouded my vision as I spun.

      The air scraped against my skin, setting every nerve on fire. I flung out my arms and legs, desperate for footing, but the world shifted wildly, offering no anchor.

      The Watcher had seen me. Seen me surrounded by magxa. Seen me swallowed by magic.

      My life was officially forfeit.

      Wind howled, tearing the last of my breath away. Then, as suddenly as it had started, it ended.

      I stumbled into an unfamiliar room with no windows, cold bare walls, and a single open door. Steel kissed my throat. I recoiled, my back slamming into a solid chest.

      A blade. Tight against my jugular. My fingers shook violently as I forced myself to stay still.

      “What were you thinking? I told you to wait for me!” a furious voice barked—not at me, but at Tushie Face, who shuffled and dropped his gaze. The angry man behind me grabbed my jaw and jerked my head back, forcing me to look up into his face.

      Brown hooded eyes bored into mine. A thin white scar crossed his tight mouth. His clean-shaven jaw was sharp, clenched hard enough to crack. He shifted the blade slightly, its edge teasing the pulse hammering at my throat. I closed my eyes and whispered a prayer to Valfreja.

      “Who are you? How did you get Aiden out of the house?” the brown-eyed stranger demanded.

      “Er, what?” I croaked, voice dry and raw. I didn’t dare swallow.

      He pressed his knees into the backs of mine. My legs buckled and I hit the ground with a grunt.

      His hand shifted from my jaw to my throat, tightening, cutting off my air. I clawed at his grip, gasping for breath. Dark spots blurred the edges of my vision. My heart slammed against my ribs, drowning out everything else.

      Just as the darkness closed in, he loosened his hold.

      I sagged against his hold, gulping down breath.

      His glare sharpened. “Answer.”

      “I—I broke th-the thing covering the window,” I stammered, my voice scraping out of my throat. “I punched through it and jumped.” He shared a long look with Tushie Face—Aiden—across the room. Too long to be comforting.

      “Mortal?” Aiden said.

      The dark-haired one scowled. “Impossible. How would she get out?”

      “Maybe she doesn’t know?”

      They turned their twin suspicious stares on me.

      “I’ll get Herja. You bring her to the study,” the dark-haired one decided.

      Aiden hesitated. “Is that necessary? Shouldn’t we at least⁠—”

      “You’ve screwed up enough today, Longclaw,” the dark-haired man snapped before shoving me, hard. I toppled forward, catching myself on the slick wood floor.

      Without another word, he stalked out through the only door. Black squiggles coiled around the doorframe. Small crystal spheres floated along the gray walls, casting soft flames that made the surfaces shimmer and dance.

      I swallowed. The movement burned all the way down.

      I had to get out.

      Aiden watched me, unbothered, then extended his calloused hand to help me up, as if this were all perfectly normal.

      “I’m Aiden Longclaw,” he said, smiling with ridiculous charm. “Though when I’m not about to get my throat ripped out, I go strictly by Aiden.”

      I ignored his hand, pushing myself upright, and sprinted for the open door.

      A grand staircase spiraled down the center of the next room, framed by six closed doors and an opulent chandelier.

      I darted for the stairs.

      Aiden caught my wrist and pain tore up my arm. Twisting, I tried to throw an elbow, but he snatched my second wrist just as easily, locking my arms behind my back.

      I threw myself backward to headbutt him, but he flipped me over his broad shoulder. I kicked, struggled, cursed. It didn’t matter. His grip was immovable.

      He carried me over the polished stone floors and rich cherry carpets like I weighed nothing, opening a door with his elbow.

      “Thanks for getting me out of that house,” Aiden said airily. “And sorry about Bastien.”

      Bastien. The angry one.

      I wriggled, trying to break free.

      “Would you stop? If you keep fighting, I’m going to have to hurt you,” Aiden said with a sigh. “And I don’t want to.”

      He righted me, plopping me down into a heavy armchair. One hand stayed clamped around my wrists, cutting off circulation as he held them over my head.

      “If you promise not to run,” he said, “I’ll let you go.”

      I glared at him. The door was wide open. Freedom dangled just steps away.

      He was serious.

      I forced a nod.

      Slowly, Aiden released me. I dropped my hands to the carved wooden armrests, tracing the spirals with trembling fingers.

      Play along. Survive.

      “Elyn,” I said, lifting my chin. “My name is Elyn.”

      “A pleasure.” He smiled, showing those faintly elongated canines.

      A haxa then, not a magralot.

      Bad enough.

      He stepped back and I barely kept from smirking.

      This room was larger than the first. Two sofas with plush, embroidered cushions faced each other. Another armchair, carved with the same intricate spirals as mine, stood off to the side. Hovering flame bulbs lined the light blue walls, casting a dim, flickering glow.

      “Where are we?” I asked, turning to Aiden.

      He blinked twice, looking guilty.

      “Where did you take me?”

      “It’s a safe house,” Aiden said, offering a half-smile as he sank into one of the sofas. He raked a hand through his chin-length hair, lighter than the scruffy brown stubble shadowing his jaw. He looked unkempt, like he hadn’t seen a comb or razor in days.

      “And where exactly is this safe house?” I shoved my jittery fingers beneath my thighs to keep them still.

      “Don’t answer that,” Bastien barked from the bottom of the staircase.

      Aiden’s mouth twitched, the ghost of a smile.

      Bastien entered the room, tanned arms crossed tightly over his chest. His black hair fell messily over his forehead, his eyes cutting into me like sharpened blades. An elderly woman followed him. She was short, slim, and weathered, with deep wrinkles and sharp triangular russet eyes. Straight gray hair was tied neatly at the nape of her neck.

      Herja.

      She surveyed me with a smirk tugging at her lined oxblood lips.

      “So,” she said, her voice rasping like dry leaves. “You messed up. But you managed to bring home a pet.”

      Bastien sneered.

      “It wasn’t that bad,” Aiden muttered, refusing to look away from her.

      “Not that bad?” Bastien exploded, fists clenching at his sides. “You were sealed inside a house. Armed only with a sword and two blades. With—” He shot me a venomous look. “—it.”

      “They were young,” Aiden snapped back. “Barely trained.”

      Bastien snarled, taking a step forward. “They were changing, and you couldn’t leave the house.”

      Aiden’s eyes narrowed. “And where were you?”

      “Where do you think?” Bastien said through gritted teeth. “On the roof sending out epeigons for help.”

      “You’re both lucky,” Herja cut in, “that someone answered.”

      Their heads jerked toward her.

      Bastien recovered first. “Haxa are born with magic,” he said, his voice thick with disgust. “And she’s obviously not.”

      For once, we agreed.

      Herja snorted. “You don’t have to be haxa to wield magic.”

      Bastien bared his teeth, flashing the sharp canines.

      Herja ignored him, her focus pinning me in place.

      “The easy way,” she said, her voice dipping into something far more dangerous, “is where you tell us everything. Who you are. How you, a mere human, received the epeigon. And how in the bloody ashes you managed to wield magic.”

      She cocked her head, her smirk deepening.

      “The hard way,” she said, peeling back her thin lips, revealing razor-sharp teeth, “means I rip the information from your blood.”

      Her yellow-tipped nails tapped against the sofa cushion.

      Tap.

      Tap.

      Tap.

      The air thickened, turning heavy. The floating flames darkened into a deep, angry crimson as something slithered through the space, dragging goosebumps over my arms.

      “Help me, child,” Herja rasped.

      Three pairs of eyes locked onto me.

      Aiden leaned forward, forearms braced on his knees. Bastien’s lips compressed into a thin, disapproving line.

      Herja stood like a crone spun from shadow and authority. I fought the shiver rippling through me. The old woman was their weak spot. If I struck fast enough, I could use her as a shield.

      “Maybe she doesn’t know,” Aiden offered softly.

      Bastien scowled.

      Time to go.

      I launched forward, aiming a punch at Herja’s chin. She moved faster than thought. She wrenched my arm toward her and bit. Pain exploded up my forearm as her teeth punctured deep into my flesh.

      I screamed, struggling, yanking back. She clamped down harder, nails digging into my skin. I gasped for air, jerking and twisting, desperate to break free. With my other hand, I slammed a fist into her temple. A satisfying jolt shot up my knuckles.

      I kneed her in the ribs. She didn’t even flinch.

      Glittering spots swam across my vision as Herja’s nails raked deeper into my wrist, blood slicking her fingers.

      I opened my mouth to scream again—but darkness swallowed me whole.
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