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DOMENIC


SUMMER


Domenic Barrow didn’t know if he loved magic enough to die for it.


He trudged through the forest, the glow of his wand so feeble he didn’t catch the puddle ahead until his loafer sank deep into mud. But he didn’t risk feeding the wand more magic. Already its cheap plywood had begun to splinter, and the grit of its sawdust caked between his fingers, flaking like dead skin. If he’d known the night would require an expedition, he would’ve packed a spare.


“Would you please just tell me where we’re going?” he asked.


“You promised to keep an open mind,” Hanna said, several paces ahead of him.


“That was before I started to wonder if by ‘intervention’ you meant dragging me out here to murder me.”


“Oh, don’t be so dramatic.”


“To kidnap me, then?”


“If I’d fancied kidnapping you, you’d already be in the trunk of my car.”


Domenic huffed but didn’t dispute it. After all, nothing about his flimsy training wand resembled the one she carried. Its pale aspen shaft curled underneath itself like an overgrown fingernail, and the dark knots in the handle looked uncannily like eyes, squinting into the golden radiance of Hanna’s enchantment. Whereas his wand’s romantic origins began on a conveyor belt, destined only to be drained and discarded—about the furthest thing from real magic, Domenic had always felt—Hanna’s was so ancient to be called an artifact, so powerful to be called notorious, so singular that it even bore a name.


Syarthis.


Syarthis was a Living Wand, an everlasting instrument that bonded to a sole wielder until their death, then passed onto successor after successor—an honor students such as Domenic devoted their lives to attaining.


Of the 536 Living Wands in Alderland, only forty-two did not currently bear a wielder. And, so Domenic suspected, those forty-two wands were the subject of his intervention tonight.


“So,” Hanna drawled, “how’s school going?”


“Spectacular, as always.” For the fifth year running, Domenic had clinched the title of dead bottom of his class.


“Mhm. You still holding your breath for that random old magician to keel over?”


“I wouldn’t—” He cursed as he stumbled over a tree root. “I wouldn’t put it like that.”


“Well, how would you put it?”


Domenic had never been good at phrasing his thoughts into words. He settled with: “I think Octorion would suit me, is all.”


“Then kill him.” After a pause, Hanna chuckled. “Kidding. Kidding.”


Domenic wanted to believe her. And he did—he did. But Hanna had changed in the five years since she’d bonded with Syarthis and joined the Magicians Order. Gone was the girl who’d used a faded postcard of Gallamere as a bookmark, who’d insisted their first task upon arrival was hiking up the city’s mountainside to compare the sepia skyline to the real view. Now Hanna didn’t stop to admire much of anything. Redness tinged her brown eyes from nights spent poring over moldy parchment. Her fair skin had gone ashen. Her nails were bitten to their beds, her lips perpetually scabbed, as if she chewed on them past the point of drawing blood.


Of course, wielding Syarthis would change anyone.


“So is that really your plan, to wait for him to die, then wait another year after that?” Hanna asked. A magician could only bond with a Living Wand on the death day of its previous wielder. So unless a student was present for that wielder’s final breath—as Hanna had been—another year needed to lapse before testing whether they were a match.


Domenic cringed as he sank into another puddle. His socks were soaked. “There are worse plans.”


“What about Ravfiri? Its vigil is on the twenty-eighth, isn’t it?”


“Ravfiri is volatile.”


“No, Ravfiri is powerful. Those words don’t mean the same thing.”


This wasn’t the first time Hanna had suggested Ravfiri to Domenic—or Pyrrinisus, or Ulthrax, or Quellbarrow. They were all incredible wands, ones many of his peers dreamed of wielding.


But Domenic wasn’t like his peers.


To the young magicians of the Order’s academy, Hanna Mayes was the prodigy and Domenic Barrow the enigma. His sightings in class were few and far between, but what he did with his spare time, no one could say. Many considered him lazy. Even more assumed him troubled—not that anyone blamed him for it, of course. And though his disheveled russet hair and exceptionally freckled fair skin weren’t handsome in the conventional sense, amid a school obsessed with prestige, he had the unique allure of a bad decision—one that, if you believed the gossip, a great many had made.


Before Domenic could muster a response, the forest ended at a cement tunnel in the base of a cliffside. Ropes crisscrossed its entrance, hung with a sign that warned DANGER–KEEP OUT.


While Hanna ducked beneath it, Domenic asked, “What is this place?”


“You’ll see.”


“But the sign … Are we gonna get in trouble for this?”


“Careful. You wouldn’t want to ruin that whole bad-boy thing you’ve got going on.”


“I’m being serious, Hanna.”


“So am I. Do you know how hard it is to keep a straight face when I hear what they say about you? The boy who always carried flowers in his pocket, now apparently arguing with his teachers? Sleeping with half his class? Your reputation suits you less than Octorion.”


Even if Domenic’s persona was exaggerated, he didn’t care. Anything was better than the alternative. “Whatever. First you drag me into the woods in the middle of the night. Then you won’t tell me anything. And now we’re, what, trespassing? Well, I’m done. I only agreed to this because I never see you anymore. And if you were ever around, you’d know I’m fine! I don’t need your help. I don’t need anyone’s help.”


As he spun to storm off, Hanna seized his wrist and twisted him back around to face her.


“I’m sorry I’m never home anymore,” she rasped. “But I worry about you, and—”


“I told you. I’m fine.”


“I know you better than that.”


He wrenched his hand away. “It’s late. I’m going home.”


“Wait. Please, Dom? For me?”


Domenic’s indignation withered, but it didn’t die. He leaned against a tree, pressed his head against it until the bark bit into the vulnerable meeting point between neck and skull. It smelled like Summer out here. Real Summer. Like mountain moss and honeysuckle and whispered secrets that misted the humid air. Not at all like the sweating asphalt and exhaust fumes he’d grown used to.


“The City of Magic” was Gallamere’s nickname. It didn’t live up to it.


“I swear this will all make sense if you just come with me. If you trust me.” When Domenic still didn’t respond, Hanna rummaged through her pockets until she procured a packet of bubble gum. She slid out two foiled sticks, opening the first for herself and offering the second to him. “Are you really gonna make me kidnap you?”


He snatched it and ripped off the wrapper. He chewed unhappily. “Fine.”


They started into the tunnel, the light from their wands shimmering off the damp floor—Syarthis’s a blazing gold, Domenic’s an artificial, almost fluorescent white. Domenic guessed the tunnel burrowed beneath the city, deep within the mountain. And indeed, within minutes, a passing subway rumbled overhead, like the tossing and turning of a sleeping giant.


Unable to bear the silence, he asked, “How’s Pritha?”


Hanna glowered.


“What? You mock my love life and I can’t ask about yours?”


“We’re not seeing each other anymore,” she replied curtly. Domenic was disappointed but not surprised. It wasn’t like he was the only one who rarely got to spend time with Hanna.


“I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be. She made this weird squeaky sound whenever she sneezed. I hated it.”


“When did you break up?”


“Oh, about six hours ago. It was mutual. Or, it wasn’t at the time, but I’m pissed now, so it feels mutual.”


“Hm. Are you sure this is my intervention?”


At last, the passage concluded at a metal door. With a flick of Syarthis, mechanisms churned within its lock. It creaked open, revealing a corridor of vaulted ceilings and timeworn stone. Iron sconces burned along the walls with motionless flame—enchantments.


Domenic stifled a noise of alarm as he realized their destination: the Vault, the very heart of the Magicians Order, housing all Living Wands without a wielder. Never had Domenic known anyone to successfully breach it. After all, it was located thirty floors beneath the Citadel, the Order’s headquarters, which itself was a fortress of towers and wrought iron and over four thousand steps. And if physical obstacles weren’t enough, the Citadel crawled with magicians at all hours. Magicians who carried wands that could dismantle a pistol faster than it could fire. That could summon a lightning strike on a cloudless day, could disintegrate a person into dust.


Not that Hanna, one of the Order’s most influential members, worried about petty things like danger or laws.


I promised her, Domenic reminded himself. I promised her. I promised—


“Halt!” a voice called from ahead. “How did you get in here? This area is off-limits!”


Hanna stiffened—she clearly hadn’t expected company. Yet as she whirled around, readying Syarthis, it was Domenic who reacted first. He grasped the steady warmth of power in his rib cage, then channeled it into one of the three classes of magic: corporeal magic. A stunning spell blasted out of his wand in a flash of white. The guard cried out as it struck him in the chest, and his unconscious body crumpled to the floor.


Domenic paced wildly, stricken by the guard’s appearance, at his own lack of hesitation. “Shit,” he gasped. Gravely, he took in the guard’s wand fallen at his side. Its elm shaft was contorted and grayed like a sliver of driftwood, striped with saltwater stains. That was no training wand. “I just attacked an Order magician.”


Hanna cursed as well, clutching Syarthis against her heart. “Sorry, I didn’t think we’d run into … It’s fine. It’ll all be fine. I’ll take care of him.”


As she started forward, this time, it was Domenic who seized her wrist. “‘Take care of him’? Are you serious?”


“You got a better idea?”


He didn’t.


Muttering under her breath, she shrugged him away and strode toward the guard’s body. She crouched, cupping his jaw and resting Syarthis at the corner of his eye. A lone teardrop spilled out, shimmering like a bead of glass—his memory of this encounter. The wand’s curved tip unraveled and snatched it faster than a serpent’s tongue. When the guard woke, he’d have a new memory of the night entirely.


Though Living Wands could perform all classes of magic, each bore a specialty. Syarthis was the most powerful corporeal wand, famous for its ability to devour and alter even a person’s most precious memories. According to Hanna, Syarthis possessed an archive of a thousand years’ worth of recollections. And so, while other newly fledged members of the Order maintained the nation’s infrastructure or joined the unceasing war against Alderland’s deadly winters, Hanna worked as a uniquely specialized historian, exploring Syarthis’s hoard the way archeologists might excavate ruins that had gone centuries without human touch. However, she did so under intense supervision. Many of her predecessors had broken their own minds under the immensity of Syarthis’s power.


Domenic never doubted that Hanna was brilliant, that she knew her limits.


But she wasn’t the only one who worried.


Hanna kicked at the air. “I had it all figured out, I swear. I made arrangements with the guards and everything—the guards who were supposed to be here tonight. They promised me they’d—”


“I don’t care about them, Hanna. I care about you. My skipping class is one thing, but you—sneaking into the Citadel? Bribing guards? Wiping someone’s memory like it’s nothing? You’re so … You’re so …”


“So what, Dom?” Hanna glared up at him. Their shared fame aside, they’d always made a distinctive pair: Domenic measuring far above six feet even when he slouched, Hanna not close to gracing five even in her bulky boots. Domenic so slender his suspenders were never optional, Hanna soft everywhere but the razored points of her smile. Yet they did have one trait in common—that same fierce, haunted stare. A stare that had seen each other through the worst but refused to see the worst in each other.


“So …” His voice caught in his throat.


“No, I want to hear you say it. So what?”


He swallowed, wondering if he could finally bring himself to say all the things he buried deep.


“Look,” he spoke instead, “I don’t care what happens to me. If the Order had the balls to expel me, they would’ve done it years ago. But if we get caught, what happens to you? What happens to Iseul?”


“We won’t get caught,” she answered, so cavalierly, so infuriatingly matter-of-fact. But she was probably right. Hanna was a stronger magician than anyone relegated to the Citadel’s night shift. And even without a Living Wand, Domenic probably was too. “And Iseul wanted me to talk to you. She—”


“I doubt this is what Iseul had in mind.”


“All right. Coming here was my idea. But we’re both worried about you. Sometimes we wonder …”


“Wonder what?”


Hanna’s tone went hushed and careful. “Wonder if you even want to be a magician.”


Domenic flinched. Magic might’ve nearly killed him once, but he loved magic. He’d always loved magic.


“What? Of course I do,” he choked. “How could you think that?”


“Because you’re eighteen, Dom. You still have time, but if you keep waiting for whatever you deem the perfect wand, you’ll miss your window entirely. Is that what you want? To never join the Order? To be a hedge magician for the rest of your life?”


“No, obviously. But I’m not like you. I don’t want a powerful wand.”


“All Living Wands are powerful.”


“You know what I mean. I want a Living Wand. I just don’t want one like …”


He stared at Syarthis.


And, so it always seemed, even clutched in Hanna’s hand, Syarthis stared back.


A reel of emotions flickered across Hanna’s face. She reluctantly slid her wand into the sheath clipped to her trousers, and the radiating, humid heat of its power diminished. “I get it. Really, I do. But can’t you see you’re lying to yourself? You’re one of the most extraordinary students in your class, even if you’ve convinced everyone otherwise. You can barely cast a single spell without obliterating your training wands. Look.”


In the shock of the guard’s appearance, Domenic hadn’t noticed that his training wand had snapped clean in half, its tip on the ground beside Hanna’s boots. He hastily scooped it up and stowed the broken scraps in his pocket. His fingers grazed flowers, still fresh.


“Stop and listen to me,” Hanna pleaded, making him still. “Winter keeps getting worse year after year. All your classmates, they might be—I don’t know—clinging to some delusional sense of security, but I’m there in the Council meetings. I’ve seen history firsthand in Syarthis’s Archives. And I know what’s coming.”


There was nothing Alderland feared more than Winter.


Though Summer reigned most of the year, for six brutal weeks, Winter raged, razing towns and claiming hundreds of lives. Even after it ended, to open a window at night was to invite its monsters. To shiver was a sign of bad luck.


It was the duty of magicians to protect the nation. But every century or so, the Winters worsened beyond the capabilities of the Order, triggering a singular existential disaster—a cataclysm. And thus the greatest of the Living Wands would thaw from its icy slumber to Choose a champion to subdue Winter once more.


“Valmordion,” Domenic croaked. “You really … You really think it’ll wake soon?”


A faraway look shrouded Hanna’s eyes. She was here and yet she wasn’t, reliving some memory that had never been hers.


“Given every cataclysm Syarthis and I have seen,” she murmured, “I’m surprised Valmordion hasn’t awoken already.”


Chills swept down Domenic’s spine. “And what does that have to do with me?”


“With the power of a Living Wand, you’d be safe—as safe as any of us can hope to be, at least. But Iseul and I, we also want you to be happy. Because the boy I knew in Danmere? He never shut up about all the amazing things he was going to do. He wanted to be a great magician. He wanted to be a hero.”


That was a long time ago, Domenic wanted to say, but couldn’t. That was before.


“I’ll admit coming here was drastic,” she continued, “but I’m not just doing this for you. The two of us—we promised to join the Order together. And yeah, I bonded with Syarthis young, but it’s been five years. I didn’t think I’d have to wait for you this long. I thought if you saw the wands … If you really let yourself imagine what you could have … Maybe I wouldn’t have to do this all alone.” Tears shone in her eyes as she nodded down the hallway. Domenic couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her cry. “The Vault is right around the corner. So will you go with me? Please?”


Domenic grappled with the impossible decision: to disappoint her now, or later. Because even if Hanna’s words were true, deep down, he knew nothing would come of tonight. He was broken in a way that couldn’t be fixed.


“Sure,” he said weakly. “I’ll go.”


This way, when she realized he’d failed her again, he wouldn’t have to see it.


They stepped over the incapacitated guard and rounded the corner, where an archway opened into a silent, vast chamber.


Even peering in, Domenic sensed something ancient about this place, so different from the flashing lights and bustle of the outside world. Sinewy branches had wheedled between the grooves of the stone walls. What few buds sprouted from them, so distant from the surface, reached toward the wands like paupers’ hands.


Warmth seeped across Domenic’s skin as though cast by sunlight. Living Wands were regarded as instruments of Summer, yet in all his years at the Citadel, never had he felt as much magic as he did in this room.


Hanna held out her hand. An invitation. A plea.


He grasped it.


Together, they wove through the aisles, each labeled with a golden plaque and sheathed in glass. Every Living Wand in Alderland had a place here. And though, as Hanna said, no Living Wand was truly weak, the lesser wands were kept to the front. Domenic’s gaze skimmed across empty shelves and locked on a candle several paces ahead, marking an occupied case.


Etheralis, a wand of enchantment, the most common class of magic. Its previous wielder had died only a few months back, so it had yet to develop any signs of neglect. Among the Order, it was considered a personable wand with a flair for whimsy and wonder; its poplar shaft even coiled like a corkscrew. With a pang, Domenic wondered if Etheralis might’ve once suited him. It certainly didn’t now.


In the next row was Praxis, a low-grade corporeal wand. Domenic had tried and failed to bond with it last term. Only two years had passed since its previous wielder had died, and already its unique signs of neglect had begun to show; its normally beige cedar wood had yellowed, and a single leaf had sprouted from its dagger-sharp tip. Practical and reliable, it favored magicians with a proclivity toward discipline, so Domenic wasn’t surprised it thought little of him, even if the rejection had stung.


“What are you thinking?” Hanna whispered.


That this isn’t helping, he thought. It hurts.


“I’m rehearsing my testimony for when we get caught.”


She sighed and dropped his hand. “How about I give you a few minutes to yourself? Would that help?”


“Sure.”


While she slipped off, Domenic roamed the aisles. The warmth he’d noticed earlier had strengthened into a smothering heat, and he forced down slow, deep breaths. He wasn’t in danger, even if his body swore otherwise. And if he had a breakdown here, Hanna would blame herself.


He passed more wands: Firaxi, nicknamed the “Daughter of Sunshine”; Lorth, another nature wand, which was the third and final class of magic; Guinvallah, a defensive asset on a battlefield. Then Domenic began to slow. Deeper within the Vault were the most powerful Living Wands, many of which had gone years, even decades, without a magician to wield them. Ulthrax, which could fell a monster from a hundred yards away. Iberiad, the wand that had single-handedly constructed a town. And in the farthest depths of the chamber, Valmordion. During its last historical appearance, it had dispelled a winterscurge that would’ve annihilated Alderland’s entire eastern coast, sacrificing the life of its magician in the process.


After three more paces, Domenic froze altogether, staring at the few remaining candles that shined ahead.


He’d been wrong—this didn’t hurt. This was agony.


This, this was the life he was supposed to have. If he could only get over what had happened, he could stop playing this senseless game of waiting for a wand strong enough to satisfy him but weak enough not to terrify him. He could stop disappointing everyone he cared about. He could, maybe, go back to the person he used to be.


But he couldn’t. He could only stare at the wands and want, want so badly he ached.


“Dom?” He jolted, Hanna’s call rousing him as if from a trance. “Come here.”


He wiped his eyes and followed her voice into the bowels of the Vault.


With irritation, Domenic realized she stood in front of Ravfiri, the very wand she’d suggested to him outside. The famous enchantment wand was curved like a crescent moon, its rowan wood coated in amber, its magic radiating an immense, ardent warmth. Ravfiri was a wand of spectacle, of heroes.


In its forty-seven years of slumber, tendrils of ivy had woven over it in a stranglehold.


Domenic squeezed his eyes shut. “I already told you no.”


Drip.


Drip.


“You’re too good for Octorion. Or Welk, or Dyad, or any of the other wands near it.”


“I mean, I already knew I was better than Welk. I’ve got some standards, you know.”


“Don’t be an ass. You want Ravfiri. You want it so badly you can’t even look at it.”


“That doesn’t matter.”


“Why?”


“Because …”


Because it didn’t matter what he used to want—what part of him would always want.


He’d already proven he was no hero.


She groaned. “I know how strong Ravfiri is—its wielders were some of the best enchantment magicians the Order ever had. And sure, it’s a stubborn wand. It’s picky. And it has its dangers, just like all Living Wands. But I looked through Syarthis’s memories about it. It’s never had an unbonding, and each of its old wielders, they were so … bright. When they held Ravfiri, its amber lit up, and it was like once you saw them, you couldn’t look away. And you … I’m not going to give you some bullshit about duty, and I know you hate that everyone knows what happened. But if you just let people look at you, really look at you …”


Drip.


Drip.


“Do you hear that?” he asked, opening his eyes.


“Seriously? I’m begging you to listen to me, and you’re not even—”


“No, I mean it. I hear something. It sounds like … water.”


Domenic couldn’t explain why he turned away. Maybe he wasn’t brave enough to face her desperation. Or maybe it was the sudden, insistent pain in his chest, like roots squeezing his rib cage. Ignoring Hanna’s gawking, he treaded deeper into the Vault. Here, so few lights shined that he couldn’t even see where his steps fell.


Drip.


Drip.


When Domenic’s pace finally slowed, he wasn’t sure if he was breathing, if his heart was beating. For once, his panic was absent. He felt nothing but the heat, as hot as a wildfire.


On the final cabinet against the farthest wall, a puddle pooled. The twin set of torches burning above it rendered Domenic’s lanky reflection in a halo of gold.


His gaze dragged up the case to the wand within. Vines twisted around the gnarled white shaft and bristled with thorns, a weapon designed to harm even those who wielded it. At the base of its handle, those vines splayed out as if freshly ripped from the earth, and at its other end, blackness singed its tip. The faint lines that patterned it first appeared like the natural grain of the alban wood, but upon closer inspection, they were fingerprints, documentation of every great magician the wand had ever Chosen.


Encasing it was a hazy sheath of ice.


Melting ice.


Domenic’s heartbeat returned painful and all at once.


Valmordion was awakening.
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ELLERY


SUMMER


Ellery Caldwell was utterly devastated—not that she ever would’ve admitted it.


On the surface, she was every inch the model young magician. Her navy uniform blazer and skirt were perfectly pressed, her patent-leather shoes gleamed black, and her training wand peeked out from her satchel, stowed sensibly in its sheath. She tipped her head back, ash-blond waves swinging, and studied the massive calendar in the students’ lounge.


The enchantment was gorgeously done, a twenty-foot-high stone wall subdivided into carved panels, one for each day of the year. Each square denoted academy events and future wand vigils in a tidy, businesslike script. At the top fluttered an illusion of the green-and-white Aldrish flag.


Ellery withdrew her training wand and aimed it at Alcoria’s sign-up list.


“What are you doing?” Julian Norwood asked.


“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m registering for the next wand vigil.”


“But Iberiad’s is a week later. And it’s much more powerful.” Julian cracked his knuckles. “You should wait for it.”


“Power isn’t everything,” Ellery countered. “Alcoria’s wielders have consistently made a bigger impact on Aldrish history.”


“Yeah, well, either would suit you better than Welk.” He gestured at today’s date on the calendar. A congratulations message flashed alongside it, proclaiming the name of the wand paired with its wielder—some fifth-year Ellery barely knew. For the rest of the month, the message would serve as inspiration for younger students, pressure for older ones, and a constant reminder that by bonding with Welk, the wand’s new wielder had officially graduated from the academy to the Magicians Order.


Ellery had tried to bond with it—and failed.


Normal students expected to test several wands before finding a match. But today was the eleventh time she’d failed. And it wasn’t normal for Ellery Caldwell, top of her class, to fail at anything.


“Don’t spare my feelings,” Ellery said.


“I’m not,” said Julian. “I’m glad you failed that vigil. You can do better. We both can.”


Ellery’s hand twinged with phantom pain. She clenched it into a fist. “Careful. Talk too loud and people will say you’re cocky.”


“People have said that for years. Also, being cocky implies I’m overestimating my abilities. It’s not bravado if I can back it up.”


“Little do they know, you’re so much more arrogant than the rumors suggest,” she said affectionately.


He shot her a grin. “Somehow it hasn’t stopped you from hanging out with me.”


“Well, what would I even do without you?”


“Die of boredom, probably.”


“Make better choices, maybe.”


“What, like going to bed at eight instead of nine?” Julian nudged her with his elbow. “Someone has to stop you from being so ruthlessly sensible.”


“And someone has to stop you before your ego makes your head explode.”


The child of a brilliant doctor and a prestigious lawyer, Julian Norwood had never doubted his fate was anything less than grand. His lean, muscular frame contained an almost electric energy, his elegant, light brown hands constantly in motion, his eyes dark and glimmering with intensity. He was the last to leave a party and the first to answer a question in class. He liked his coffee boiling hot and his showers freezing cold. Once, he’d broken his own arm just to see if he could heal it correctly.


He hated nothing more than failure. And he wanted nothing more than a Living Wand.


But Ellery didn’t just want a Living Wand. She needed one. And after so many disappointments, she could no longer afford to let any remotely suitable wand pass her by.


“Iberiad built Portmere,” Julian pressed. “It constructed the Gallamere subway.”


“Yeah, and the Red Line’s been closed for ‘construction’ since I moved here.”


“El, I get why you’d be nervous to wait for a wand. Half our class has either graduated or had their window close. But every wand in the Vault is waiting for a magician like you. Someone powerful, someone disciplined, someone well-rounded. You’ve got your pick, so why pick something mediocre?”


Ellery chewed on her lower lip. She hated letting people down, especially him.


“I suppose the subway could use my help.” She slid her training wand from its sheath and focused on the panel for Iberiad’s vigil. The panel glowed, indicating that her submission had been received. Vigil sign-ups were anonymous; none of her classmates, not even Julian, knew how many she’d attended. Ellery was determined to keep it that way.


“You think you can single-handedly fix the subway?” he teased. “So you do have an ego.”


Ellery snorted, tucked her wand away, then strode alongside Julian through the recently renovated students’ lounge.


To be accepted at the Order’s academy was an incredible honor. The Living Wands, unique to any other country in the world, represented Alderland’s greatest source of national pride. The magicians who wielded them had penned a long history of Aldrish prosperity and independence.


Although the Order didn’t actually govern the country, it was a public institution, and it collaborated closely with Parliament while maintaining its own autonomy and traditions. And those traditions held strong. While the rest of the world embraced technological innovation, Alderland still idolized magic, still ardently harbored old superstitions. Only in recent years had that finally begun to change.


Even the Citadel, the very heart of the Order, had begun to modernize. Old wooden tables now stood interspersed with fresh furniture, the crumbling ceiling replaced by a giant skylight. Intricate panes of glass crisscrossed by metal beams allowed sunlight to flood the space.


Some at the Order derided the break from tradition. For a thousand years, Alderland had shaped itself around magicians, not the other way around. But the trappings of modern life thrilled Ellery, the convenience of automobiles and telephones, the spectacles of skyscrapers and movies.


In the lounge’s corner, a small alcove made the perfect spot for the Order’s favorite prospective magicians to hold court. Ellery sank into an upholstered chair whose feet periodically tapped against the floor, as if impatient. Its plush blue cushions never ripped or sagged, despite its frequent usage. Julian flicked his training wand, and another chair skidded over to join Ellery’s. His student lapel pin of the Order insignia, an alban tree, glowed gold at the use of magic.


“I just wish I didn’t have to wait so long,” he complained as he sat beside her. “Belixor’s vigil isn’t until halfway through next Summer.”


“You could go for Iberiad,” Ellery pointed out.


“No, I can’t.” Before Julian had ever held a wand, he’d dreamed of wielding a scalpel. Now his heart was set on both. His mother was a surgeon whose operation techniques had saved thousands of lives. If he bonded with Belixor and gained access to its corporeal magic, he could expand her work, training as both a healer and a doctor.


“You’re really not worried about your window closing?” Ellery asked.


Magicians had a short period of time to pair with a Living Wand, a few precious years when they were strong enough to wield such a powerful instrument, but young enough that their magic could still adapt to bond to it. By twenty-one, that window was almost always closed. Ellery, at nearly nineteen, already felt the pressure. If she failed to secure a Living Wand, she’d spend the rest of her life as a hedge magician, only able to use training wands and ineligible for Order membership.


She touched the pin on her own lapel. If it stopped glowing when she used magic, her window would be shut, her chance at a Living Wand gone.


“It won’t happen,” Julian said. “And I know how I sound. I really do. I just … I know I’m meant for a powerful corporeal wand.”


“Julian. Are you seriously about to invoke destiny?” Ellery failed to say the word lightheartedly.


Julian leaned forward, his voice fervent, his gaze distant, as though fixed on something she couldn’t see. “So what if I am? You’re telling me you never think about yours?”


Only one out of every hundred people in Alderland had magic. Science claimed their occurrence to be random, with no correlation to region, family, or circumstance. But Aldrish culture believed otherwise—that to bond with a Living Wand was to assume a destiny.


She shrugged. “All the Wands ultimately have the same destiny, don’t they? A duty to serve the country.”


Julian examined her carefully. “Sure, but some destinies are still greater than others. And everyone else thinks your destiny must be—”


“Everyone else doesn’t know me. Everyone else is convinced I’m …” Perfect. The word wrapped around her throat like a vise.


By any measure, Ellery Caldwell was perfect. A Councilor’s protégée, magically gifted, with a rags-to-riches origin story that rivaled any movie heroine. Her beauty, too, seemed conjured straight from the silver screen. Blond finger waves accentuated each delicate feature on her fair, heart-shaped face, her large eyes a distinctive pale blue, her high cheekbones often flushed a rosy pink. She had no shortage of admirers, although if the rumors were to be believed, she’d politely turned each of them down aside from the occasional clandestine kiss.


She was polished to a sheen, poised for a bright future.


What no one seemed to realize was that she’d sculpted herself that way.


Five years prior, an awkward, unqualified girl had arrived at the academy on a wave of unexpected fame. She shouldn’t have lasted a month. But she had no home to return to. No other choice. So instead, she became a diligent student, not just of magic but of Aldrish culture. She styled her frizzy hair and invested in an eyeliner pencil. She eradicated all traces of her Northern accent. She absorbed the media her classmates consumed, the jokes they told, the accolades they bragged about. Until at last, Ellery was ready to play her part.


She hadn’t known all these years later it would still feel like a performance. Or that the Order would insist she forever play the role that had splashed her name across headlines: a hero.


“What’s going on?” Julian asked gently. “Is this still about Welk—”


“It isn’t,” she said. “I’m fine.”


“In the long and storied history of people who’ve claimed to be fine, not a single one has ever meant it.”


“Well, maybe I’m the first.”


Julian reached across the space between them, those long, elegant fingers a hair’s breadth from hers. He waited for her, a vestigial instinct, a habit Ellery thought they’d broken.


“It doesn’t have to be like this,” he said seriously. “You can still talk to me. I promise.”


Julian was Ellery’s closest friend, but the echoes of their romance still lingered. Despite her ending it months ago, despite her wishing it had never happened at all, she still ached to confide in him.


“I-I …”


She remembered Welk recoiling from her, splitting open her palm. As though the Living Wand wasn’t just wrong for her—it despised her.


She clamped her mouth shut.


Julian tried to hide his hurt, but his gaze dampened, as though something within him had flickered out. Sometimes Ellery forgot that beneath all the bravado and boasting was a boy who just wanted to fix things.


But some things couldn’t be fixed.


“There you are!”


Ellery yanked her hand back, relieved, as Demelza Turner hurried toward them.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you both.” Demelza rummaged in her designer bag, then brandished a packet of paper triumphantly. “I passed!”


To test for each type of wand, a student had to score highly on a corresponding exam. Ellery had aced all three, not that it was helping much.


“Congratulations,” Ellery told her.


“Which one?” asked Julian, although his focus hadn’t left Ellery.


“Nature magic. I’m throwing a party to celebrate, obviously.” Demelza beamed, her hazel eyes aglow. Although exams started early in the morning, her pale cheeks were pink with blush, her lips glossed. Her coiffed curls, dyed a trendy platinum blond even lighter than Ellery’s, tumbled down her shoulders as she leaned to put her exam away. “I’ve already invited everyone else, but you two must come along. I won’t take no for an answer.”


“Of course I’ll be there,” Ellery said. Like Ellery, Demelza loved the modern trappings of Gallamere life. But unlike Ellery, she’d been born into it. Her parents, a movie star and a producer, were behind some of Ellery’s favorite blockbusters. Once this would’ve left Ellery starstruck, but such prestige was par for the course among the Order’s favorite magicians-in-training. They impressed in class and dazzled outside it. They were the children of politicians and celebrities and industry titans. They dreamed of their names on billboards and screens and headlines, and for many, those dreams became reality. The academy’s average graduation rate was 40 percent, but for the favorites it was significantly higher.


And Ellery walked among them. For now, anyway.


“Who’s everyone else?” Julian asked.


Demelza gestured around the alcove. “My sixth-year study group, the magical design club, that cute boy in Advanced Enchantment Theory …”


“So, half the academy,” Ellery teased. “Who else passed?”


Before Demelza could answer, the nearest doors slammed open and a group of mostly boys burst in, hollering. They waved their papers in the air, jostling each other hard enough that one slammed into a wall. He bounced off, still grinning.


“Oh, great,” Julian muttered. “The NDC groupies finally have their tickets north.”


Magicians played numerous roles in Aldrish society, each role influenced by which of the three types of wands they wielded. Enchantment wands were the most common and the most varied, their wielders contributing to everything from infrastructure to art to administration.


Corporeal wands were rare, making the discipline the most competitive amidst the academy’s already brutal culture of competition. Those who did bond with a corporeal wand continued on to specialized healing training.


Last were the nature wands. Half managed Alderland’s agricultural production, ensuring endless bountiful harvests.


But of all the roles a magician could play, no profession was more heroic than enlisting in the Nature Defense Corps. Each year, the NDC protected Alderland from winterghasts—mindless, vicious monsters of ice. They were dangerous enough alone, but when they appeared—randomly, without warning—they summoned terrible storms. If left unchecked, winterscurges could freeze rivers in minutes, could entomb entire towns in snow. Although ghasts could show up anywhere, they disproportionately terrorized the colder North. Thankfully, they only spawned during Winter. But those six weeks often seemed more like six months. Alderland feared ghasts nearly as much as they loved Living Wands.


Ellery tensed as the students rushed past, whooping and cheering.


“How many of them do you think have actually been up past Undermere?” Julian asked skeptically.


“Probably none,” Ellery muttered.


“Oh, come on now. The NDC’s a noble pursuit,” Demelza said. “They’re so dedicated to keeping us safe.”


Julian frowned. “Yeah, or they’ve got a death wish. There’s a reason so many nature wands are in the Vault.”


“You want to be great, don’t you?” Demelza jabbed at him. “Are you really so different?”


“Oh, I’m different,” Julian said. “If I was called to fight for Alderland, I’d do it right. They don’t take it seriously.”


The NDC attracted a specific type of magician, drawn to glory and adrenaline. Muscles wouldn’t do anything to winterghasts—neither would guns, or bombs, or anything that wasn’t nature magic. Yet an intense dedication to the gym seemed to be a prerequisite for trying to fight them.


Ellery was pretty sure that if any of them saw an actual winterghast in the flesh, they’d piss themselves.


Demelza sighed. “What about you, Ellery? I mean, you’d obviously suit a nature wand. Don’t you ever think about going back up north?”


Julian stiffened. Ellery didn’t. She’d been asked repeatedly why she didn’t want a nature wand; she was used to answering.


“I think I’ve fought enough monsters for a lifetime,” she said.


Demelza gulped. “Of course. I totally understand.”


Ellery didn’t dream of glory. Her ambitions were sensible: a predictable enchantment wand that would let her stay in Gallamere, a safe, steady administrative career.


All she had to do was pass a single wand vigil.


An enchanted loudspeaker crackled to life, and a voice rang out through the student lounge.


“Councilor Glynn’s called for an assembly. We expect every student to gather in the grove, immediately.”


The Citadel was the oldest district in Gallamere, a fortress perched on the city’s mountain like the jewel atop its crown. The grove hid within its labyrinthine stone walls, a small forest at the edge of the cliffs that overlooked the iconic skyline. But today there was no time to admire the view. Ellery hurried to the clearing at the center, already packed with people.


Academy classes averaged fifty students per year, and all of them were here, from the Citadel’s newest recruits, barely twelve, to those like Ellery and Julian, who’d passed their qualification exams and were stuck in continued studies until they found Living Wands. Most crammed closely beneath the cloudless Summer sky, but the Order’s favorites were a bubble unto themselves. Ellery, Julian, and Demelza joined the rest of them below a juniper tree, murmuring pleasantries to their classmates.


Standing in the sun, surrounded by lush nature, it seemed impossible Summer could ever fade. Yet when the scythe of Winter fell, it would all wither in an instant, leaves rotten, the earth frozen and dead.


“Did Glynn tell you about this?” Julian asked Ellery, while Demelza slid on a pair of trendy sunglasses.


“No,” Ellery whispered. “I would’ve said.”


“Thank you for arriving on such a short notice.” As though she’d summoned him, Edgar Glynn appeared before the crowd. He was in his late thirties with prematurely gray hair, fair skin prone to sunburn, and a thinning mustache. Thick spectacles hid his watery brown eyes. His wand, Aetherium, was plain, a simple branch of oak perpetually coated in dust.


But despite Glynn’s unassuming demeanor, the respect he carried within the student body silenced everyone immediately. As the Order’s Director of Education and Recruitment, he oversaw admissions for the academy and engineered its curriculum. He held the entire grove’s future in his hands.


Nerves fluttered in Ellery’s stomach as a second figure joined him: Alexander Sharpe. As President of the Magicians Order and the Director of Infrastructure and Administration, he was one of the most influential people in the country. Despite being twice Glynn’s age, he towered over him, his imposing frame topped with a shock of white hair, his fair skin carved with deep frown lines. His own wand, Ballathim, was formidable to behold even from a distance, made of gnarled blackthorn and famous for once constructing the Citadel.


“What we’re about to tell you is of the utmost importance.” As Sharpe spoke, Demelza adjusted her sunglasses. Julian straightened his crooked tie, smoothed back an errant brown coil.


The two men had chosen to stand beneath the massive alban tree in the grove’s center, with a trunk so wide Ellery couldn’t have wrapped her arms around it. Its wood was stark ivory, its branches tall and twisted. Thin golden leaves spidered between the twigs, so delicate the sun shone through them like windowpanes.


Alban trees only grew in Alderland. They were so rare and revered that most towns and cities had been built around them, keeping them at the heart of Aldrish life. They were radiant beacons of Summer, the only foliage that stayed in bloom year-round, impervious to the change of seasons. The mere sight of one left an ache in Ellery’s chest, so she avoided them. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d come to the grove on purpose.


“At the Order, we strive to instill in you an understanding of your magic and your potential,” said Glynn. “We do our best to prepare you for the responsibilities of a Living Wand and joining in our ancient, proud tradition. You are the next generation of magicians, each with a crucial role to play in service of Alderland.”


Glynn scanned the crowd. Although Ellery knew he couldn’t possibly pick her out from the masses, she felt the force of his gaze anyway. He wanted her to be part of that future almost as much as she did.


“With that in mind, our announcement,” Glynn continued. “Valmordion has awoken once more.”


Valmordion. Valmordion.


The name scorched through Ellery as the crowd broke into gasps and chatter. Julian swore softly, while Demelza let out an awed exhale. Now Ellery understood why they’d made this announcement in the grove. Valmordion was the only wand crafted of alban wood.


In fact, Valmordion had been born from this very alban tree.


“Winter cannot be destroyed, but it can be defeated,” boomed Sharpe. “In a thousand years, time and again, Valmordion has quelled Winter’s storms and annihilated its monsters.”


Sharpe left out the darker footnote: although most of Valmordion’s past wielders had survived their cataclysm, its previous Chosen One had died in the process of saving the country, burned alive by the wand’s own flames.


“Valmordion is the greatest wand of Summer. Thus, its wielder bears a destiny greater than any other,” said Glynn. “They alone have been foretold from birth to thwart Winter’s cataclysm. They alone will fulfill the prophecy that will save Alderland. They are our Chosen One, our nation’s savior. And they will forever be remembered as a hero.”


Hero.


The crowd whispered the word, fervent, nearly reverent.


“Under such extraordinary circumstances,” Glynn continued, “we’ve elected to create an application process for the wand’s vigil. Anyone who wishes to submit their candidacy for Valmordion may do so in the next week.”


“And for any of you thinking of signing up as a stunt or out of empty arrogance, consider this,” Sharpe warned. “While all wand vigils bear a risk of injury, laying a hand on Valmordion poses true danger to those not meant to wield it. Examine your potential, your capabilities, your past. And ask yourself if you truly believe this is the path destiny has designed for you.”


Hunger gleamed in Julian’s eyes, a hunger reflected in Demelza, in every other favorite standing shoulder to shoulder with Ellery.


Yet when Ellery dared peer at the rest of the crowd, their gazes locked on one magician and one magician alone.


Her.


Years of practice kept Ellery’s expression unchanged. But deep within her, a secret unfurled, a long-dormant dread rooted in her rib cage. And although it was still Summer, she could’ve sworn she felt a foreboding chill in her bones.


Alderland needed a hero. But it didn’t matter what the rest of the Order believed.


That hero wouldn’t—couldn’t—be her.
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DOMENIC


SUMMER


Domenic slumped into a seat in the back row of a movie theater.


In the four days since sneaking into the Vault, he hadn’t attended school. He couldn’t bring himself to face his classmates, who were no doubt hedging bets on which of them was the Chosen savior of Alderland.


Meanwhile, the drip drip of Valmordion thawing haunted Domenic’s every moment of silence. The chills on his arms wouldn’t disappear even when he rubbed his skin raw, as if his body was already braced for Winter, a Winter worse than any he’d lived through. In the few hours Hanna or Iseul ever were home, their worried stares followed him—and they both had far more important things to worry about.


He could feel himself unraveling.


And so he’d taken himself to the movies.


Despite the theater’s location in Gallamere’s tourist-clogged downtown, few others had ventured out for the weeknight show. As the lights dimmed and the opening credits rolled, Domenic kicked his loafers up on an empty chair, sipped his cherry soda, and willed himself to relax.


Until a cool draft kissed his neck, and someone claimed the spot several seats to his right.


Domenic startled at the latecomer, one of his own classmates.


Ellery Caldwell.


He sat up abruptly and smoothed his rumpled shirt. Yet Caldwell hadn’t noticed him, her gaze fixed on the screen. And despite all his efforts to avoid his classmates, Domenic grasped desperately for something to say. He could nearly hear Hanna’s howl of laughter, that he should find himself alone with the very girl he’d been infatuated with for five straight years.


But he was hardly the only student infatuated with Ellery Caldwell. When she entered a room, everyone craned for a glimpse of her, hushed so they could hear her. It wasn’t just that she was beautiful, an arresting, dizzying sort of beautiful that made everything around her seem lackluster in comparison. And it wasn’t just that she was famous—at thirteen years old, during the fall of Nordmere, she’d slain a winterghast with only a training wand. It was that, from a feeling that ran deeper than gossip or reputation or the insufferable politics of Order favorites, everyone knew that to be in the presence of Ellery Caldwell was to behold someone extraordinary.


From her first day at the academy, Domenic had been enamored by her. She was everything he’d proven not to be.


But before he could conceive of anything remotely clever, the credits ended, and he gave up and turned his attention to the film. Within minutes, he was enthralled. The movie featured his favorite premise: a smalltown boy discovers he has magic. A heroic quest. A femme fatale. A triumphant finale. It was predictable in exactly the way he adored, grand in a way that had always thrilled him, ever since he was a child. Because it didn’t matter if the whole country associated his name with tragedy: Domenic Barrow would always crave a happy ending.


Once the movie finished, he rose and stretched. Subtly, he glanced at Caldwell, who stood clutching an empty bag of popcorn and a well-loved purse, its leather crinkled with smile lines.


Now or never, he heard Hanna goad.


“Um, extraordinary times we’re living in,” he blurted, then immediately cursed himself. Nothing set the mood better than the nation’s impending doom.


It took Caldwell longer than he would’ve liked to place him. “Barrow? What are you doing here?”


“Where would you have expected to find me? The library?”


She peered at the empty chair beside him, as if skeptical of finding him alone. Although the gossip about Domenic might’ve been exaggerated, it was true he didn’t always attend the movies by himself. On several occasions, he and his date had claimed seats in this very row, where no one would notice how little attention they paid to the screen.


Not that such experience proved any help now. He resisted the urge to fiddle with the flowers in his pocket, just to have something to do with his hands.


Caldwell slung her purse over her shoulder. “Sorry … What was it you said before?”


Domenic’s ego shriveled more by the second. “The times,” he repeated weakly.


“Oh. Yeah, history’s really in the making, I guess.”


Domenic might’ve known Caldwell’s seat in their shared lecture, the names of her friends, the people she’d reportedly kissed at parties. But he didn’t know her, not really. Yet he was still stunned at her stilted tone. Domenic didn’t buy into that destiny bullshit, that the magicians who’d bonded with Valmordion were predetermined from diaperdom. But in his mind, the Chosen One ought to be valiant. Someone with the strength to wield Summer’s fire, the selflessness to suit a hero.


If he were a betting man, he would’ve staked everything on her.


But maybe she, like him, had come to the movies seeking escape.


He changed course. “I mean, a movie about a blandly likable kid who goes from humble schoolboy to the greatest magician in the world? That’s unprecedented all right.”


Her mouth tilted into something awfully close to a smile. “Yeah, what a bold new perspective. And the magic—completely accurate. You can really tell how painstakingly they researched.”


“I’m floored, actually. Who knew our Order education was so flawed?”


Now she laughed, exposing the gap between her front teeth. It was wider than he’d ever realized, up close. “My favorite part was when the main character used his friend’s wand. Can you imagine touching a Living Wand bonded to someone else?”


“How about when he found out both his father and sister were magicians?”


“Right? What family has two magicians in it, let alone three?”


“A surprisingly functional one, considering.” Domenic shuddered to imagine either of his parents or older brothers wielding magic. “Actually, my favorite part was how he didn’t realize he had magic until he was sixteen. I mean, come on. I know the average age is seven, but even before I knew—”


“I knew.”


Domenic had never heard anyone echo that before, and he could tell from the curious tilt of her head that she hadn’t either.


He warned himself to be careful. Hope was such a painful thing to prune.


“Well, at least this was only a waste of a few dollars,” she declared.


“Waste? Now hold on a second. I never said the movie wasn’t a masterpiece.”


“You’re … you’re serious?”


He deployed one of his rare but effective smiles. “’Course I am. Why bother with the boring details of logic and magical theory when stories like this are so much more—”


“Melodramatic?” She smirked. “Cliché?”


He clutched at his heart. “You’re killing me, you know.”


“Well, what were you going to say?”


“No, no. It’s fine, Caldwell. I’ll just spend the rest of tonight licking my wounds.”


Tossing up his hands, he spun and stalked down the row. And though she had no choice but to follow—he was closest to the exit—his stomach fluttered as she quickened her pace to catch up to him. Side by side, they exited the theater into the assault of lights and cacophony and crush of bodies that was Mercester Square.


“I have to ask,” he said. “If you didn’t come to this movie for its brave and groundbreaking cinematography, why trek all the way out here? There are theaters closer to campus.”


“I like Mercester Square.”


Domenic swore she was joking. She must be. No Gallamere resident would dare admit such a thing. But whereas he squinted into the glare of the electronic billboards, she seemed to marvel at them, their flashes gleaming across the blue backdrop of her eyes.


“You really mean that, don’t you?”


“Huh. Terrible taste in movies but a classic Gallamere snob. I’m not sure you get to be both.”


“Oh, it isn’t snobbery. I hate all of Gallamere. I just hate Mercester Square the most.” Hastily, he added, “Not that I’m trying to be an asshole. But you did just pan my new favorite movie. I’ve earned a right to fight back.”


Caldwell raised a brow coyly. “You won’t win.”


“Against you? I wouldn’t dream of it. But it doesn’t mean I’ll surrender.” He stood needlessly on his tiptoes, making a show of scoping the crowds. “So let me guess … Is it the trash? The pigeons? No, wait—it’s the traffic, isn’t it?”


“No,” she said, with an amused sort of exasperation. “It’s … Look at those storefronts.” In a nearby department store window, mannequins waved and curtsied at passersby. Domenic swore one even winked at him. “Or the street performers. How many of our classmates could enchant a whole band?” A musician swished her training wand to and fro like an orchestra conductor, while a hovering violin, flute, and accordion obediently played. Caldwell tossed a few coins into her violin case. Domenic joined her. “Or the subtler enchantments. Signs of every magician who’s come to make their mark on the City of Magic.”


Domenic still wasn’t sure he saw its charm, but he could almost hear it, in the wistful cadence of her voice. “Subtle? I’m gonna need evidence. Because so far as I can tell, nothing about Mercester Square is subtle.”


The words were a risk. Certainly, Ellery Caldwell had better things to do on a school night than play tour guide. But if she’d come here for distraction, then she knew his reputation, knew he could give her exactly that. He’d probably give her anything, if she asked.


“I actually spotted one earlier,” Caldwell said. “Come on.”


She led him to a bus stop across the square. They stepped over the trodden litter to the corner, and it felt tantalizingly private despite being anything but.


Caldwell pointed to a faded piece of graffiti.


Welcome to Gallamere.


A moment later, the words rippled and changed, like a coin plunking into a fountain.


The city is enchanted to meet you.


“I know it’s corny,” Caldwell said. “But considering how much you loved that movie, I figured—”


“I never said it was corny.”


He touched the metal wall, just barely tingling with magic. The enchantment would fade soon, but that only added to its charm. A stand against the inevitable.


“I’ve never noticed anything like this here before, which is impressive. Mercester Square is my closest theater, so I’m here a lot. But I’ve spotted other enchantments throughout the city. There’s this one I sometimes run into on my commute to the Citadel. It’s a butterfly, all golden and glittery. It flutters around inside a particular train car on the Gold Line. Sometimes it lands on your fingertip if you hold it out.” Technically, Domenic didn’t know that to be true, as he’d never seen the butterfly interact with anyone but him. He liked to think it was fond of him. “I’m pretty sure it’s permanent, so I’ve always wondered which Living Wand cast it. Then I wonder why Order magicians aren’t leaving enchantments like that all over the city. That’s what I’d do, if I had an enchantment wand.”


“Pretty sure it’s because of, you know, these little things called ‘laws.’ You can’t just go around enchanting public property.”


“I’d start with the Citadel,” he crusaded on. “Leave my name scrawled in a bathroom stall. D.B.—Even better than advertised. Forever immortalized.”


Caldwell’s laugh escaped with a snort. She covered it with a hasty cough.


“Sorry,” Domenic said, though he wasn’t. “I shouldn’t have said anything. Does that implicate you? Are you my coconspirator now? Damn. All that potential. All those accomplishments. That’s a real shame.”


She chewed on her lower lip—a gesture Domenic tried not to stare at, especially as he worried he’d committed a fatal error in reminding her of just how little they had in common. But then she declared, “Well, if my fate’s already sealed … There’s a very boring theory book Professor Clark read from every day last semester. What if whenever he opened it, it swore?”


He feigned clutching at pearls. “Caldwell, I am scandalized.”


“Then I’d do something about those run-down buildings in the back of campus. The ones people only visit to drink or hook up in. You’re familiar.”


“Hey now.” He laughed.


“I’d clear away all the weeds and ivy. Strip the beer-stained floors. Replace the creepy tapestries, the grimy windows—”


“You’d destroy them?” Domenic didn’t even need to feign his horror.


“Well, they’re not exactly in their prime anymore, are they? Those tapestries are beyond warped. And there’s always some enchantment on them so that all the magicians and knights and kings are either flipping people off or mooning—”


“The Hook Up Halls are historic.”


“They’re probably full of mold.”


“They have character.”


“They smell like must and despair.”


“Hey now.”


Again, Caldwell smirked. And though it might’ve been his imagination, he swore she inched closer to him.


Their conversation wandered on. Toward every other neglected spot on campus needing a little imagination. Through places in Gallamere that deserved the same. To enchantments of every variety, letter boxes that belched as you fed them envelopes, mirrors that reflected you trying on any possible outfit, cobblestones that squirmed if you stepped on them, streetlamps like lighthouse beacons leading the lost home. As minutes bled into hours, as even Mercester Square’s tumult grew drowsy, Domenic learned a lot about Ellery Caldwell he’d never realized. The traces of her Northern accent when she swore. Her encyclopedic knowledge of fashion trends. (The mirror was her idea.) Her uncanny sense of direction. (The lamps were very much his.)


After so long casting Ellery Caldwell as the perfect hero, Domenic was struck by the revelation that Caldwell was, in fact, simply human.


It did nothing to dull his fantasies of her. If anything, they sharpened, like a far-off sight coming into focus.


“So I know I interrupted you earlier, but I can’t stop wondering,” Caldwell said, now beside him on the grated bench. Though several others had come and gone from the bus stop, Domenic had stopped noticing them. He and Caldwell could be sitting amidst a crowd and he’d still feel they were alone. “How can you, a magician, love a movie with such an unrealistic depiction of magic?”


Domenic warred with himself. Not just because he’d never been good at explaining how he felt. But because if he was honest, she might look at him like all his other classmates—with pity. Or even like his parents—with bewilderment. He’d be devastated to a mortifying degree, if so.


But he never dared fantasize himself in this position, so close to Ellery Caldwell that he could smell her: like crisp air and evergreen. The stakes felt astronomical. Worth risking it all for.


“All right. Honestly?” His leg jittered. “I don’t think the movie was that unrealistic. Sure, it made a mess of the details, but it made magic feel like magic always has to me. Like something more than any textbook could describe or exam could measure. And I’m not just saying that because I’m no honor student. I know my magic, and it’s not rules or theories. It feels deeper than that. It’s …”


Domenic stopped himself. He was rambling toward nowhere, as always.


“It’s instinct,” Caldwell finished softly.


“Y-yes.” His voice cracked. He was pretty sure he heard his reputation crack along with it.


Her throat bobbed. “My magic feels that way, too.”


Then her gaze slipped away, wistful, and Domenic followed it toward the bus stop’s corner, where the enchantment had since faded.


Domenic stalked toward the transit map against the far wall and made a show of examining it.


“This is it,” he declared. “This is what we’ll enchant. This is what we’ll start with.”


“What, right now? There are still people around.”


“Oh, no one’s looking. And think about it. Tomorrow, maybe someone will notice it. Some tourist who just got to Gallamere. We can mark all your favorite places. Mine too, even if I haven’t got many of them. A guide to the City of Magic, made by two very different magicians.”


Domenic waited, wilting. He squeezed the flowers in his pocket.


Finally, he said, “Never mind. I shouldn’t have—”


“No. Let’s do it.”


Caldwell joined him, pressing close—to obscure what they were doing, Domenic reminded himself. They rested the tips of their training wands against the glass. Together, their enchantments flooded the city. Domenic contributed few: a light blinking fervently over the Gallamere Gardens, a butterfly fluttering up and down the Gold Line, a beer bottle tipping over the far corner of the Citadel. Caldwell decorated the map all over: a neon storefront on Chestnut Avenue, arrows pointing out favorite restaurants, a shimmer in the windows of the Gallamere Grand Hotel. At the end, she lit the entire Citadel until it sparkled like a diamond.


It was impressive magic, intricate and dazzlingly—even brazenly—bright. Caldwell admired it breathlessly, the gap in her teeth bared. Domenic was far more captivated staring at her.


He was no longer infatuated with Ellery Caldwell—he was hopelessly smitten.


Mustering his nerve to ask her out to another cinematographic masterpiece—or more daringly, if it was too late to make tonight a double feature—Domenic exited the bus stop and squinted at the movie posters displayed outside the theater. His focus glazed over a comedy, a horror, then snagged onto Foretold, the highly anticipated biopic of Valmordion’s previous wielder, Alice Rhodes. The poster depicted the leading actress clasping Valmordion before an ominous backdrop of smoke. It was due for release this very Winter.


A coincidence of timing, Domenic was sure.


But Alderland didn’t believe in coincidence.


Drip.


Drip.


A question weeded inside him. It escaped before he could pluck it.


“Are you trying for it?”


“What?” Caldwell asked from across the bus stop, still tracing the enchantments with her finger.


“Valmordion.”


Immediately, her shoulders stiffened. “No.”


“Really? You’re not?”


“I’m really not.” Then, after a pause: “Are you?”


He bit out a mirthless laugh. “I’m not in search of a grand destiny.”


Again, she appraised him. The something dark in her eyes didn’t look like pity. At least, that was what he told himself. But his story was every bit as famous as hers—if for opposite reasons. Just because he didn’t want to see the truth didn’t mean it wasn’t there, that it wouldn’t always be there. That she was extraordinary.


And he was nothing.


Reflexively, Domenic looked away.


Drip.


Drip.


“It’s late. I should get going,” he heard himself say. He spun around, frustrated. Not only had he spoiled an opportunity he’d likely never have again, but his mind now strayed back to the exact thoughts he’d fled here to avoid.


Yet as he strode down the sidewalk, a sudden wind tore across the square, so fierce that Domenic grasped onto a trash bin to keep his balance. A shiver coursed through him, violent and bone-deep.


Overhead, the traffic lights flickered.


Domenic whipped around, scanning every shape and shadow for a monster. But that was only his panic fooling him. Unseasonable or not, it was still Summer.


Again, a wind blustered, and its cold seared through the flimsy cotton of his button-up. As other pedestrians ducked toward the buildings for cover, Domenic shielded his eyes with his hand and twisted around to where Caldwell still hovered by the stop, her hair whipping across her face. They locked gazes. Their shock mirrored each other. Their breaths fogged in the air.


Between them, flurries of snow whirled, glittering in the many lights of Mercester Square.


Until, with great groans of failing generators, the bright storefronts blackened. The traffic lights cut out. The headlights of cars sputtered and died.


Domenic staggered toward Caldwell, only a silhouette in the dark.


“Th-this doesn’t make sense,” he gasped through chattering teeth. “It can’t be.”


And yet Caldwell looked away from him and followed the direction of the wind. In the lane ahead of them, the snowflakes coalesced into a vortex. Into a form.


“You know what this is, right?” Caldwell whispered. And while Domenic couldn’t bring himself to answer, she drew her training wand from her purse. Domenic recognized her expression well, so grim and resolute. He’d seen Hanna wear it once before. “This is a winterghast.”
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