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CHAPTER ONE


It was not my intention to cause mischief immediately upon arriving back at the Fount, despite what anyone else may tell you. And yet, by the time the night was over, I was drunk, my nose was bleeding, and Sebastian Grimm was furious with me.


It should be noted that only one of these things was unusual.


In order to understand these happenings, you must first understand the circumstances of my return to the Fount. Chiefly, that I was lucky to be there at all. My previous year of study had come to a close with an unfortunate incident involving a spell that caused one of my instructors to think she was a duck for a full hour, and no matter how much I argued that this was how the spell was supposed to work, no one seemed to agree that explanation made things better. I’d been allowed to come back, but it had involved quite a lot of hand-wringing and promises of good behavior (on my part), as well as some stern lectures and threats of immediate expulsion if I did not meet certain standards (on the part of the Fount’s academic board).


In short: I was on thin ice before even stepping foot on the Fount grounds.


The sun was setting as I passed through the city gates, and I delayed further by grabbing my violin case and hopping out of the carriage, directing the driver to deliver the rest of my belongings without me. (“Care of Agnes Quest, if you please. She’ll know where to put them.”)


The Fount was situated in the city of Luxe’s southern quarter, with towers of pale stone that rose high above the surrounding buildings and paper-choked depths that sank far below the city streets. Inside those walls existed a separate world that revolved entirely around magic and discipline. Not being in the mood to subject myself to either of those things a moment sooner than necessary, I veered off course and made my way to the boisterous streets of the northern quarter, where I proceeded to distract myself with music and cards and good company.


The night air was mild when I stumbled out onto the street hours later, summer still clinging to it. I decided to take the long way back in order to enjoy both the breeze and my last few moments of freedom. Despite that, I’m certain I would have reached the Fount gates before the midnight bell struck were it not for two factors:


One: I was slightly tipsy. Only slightly, but that was enough for me to be distracted by the moon, peeking out from between the building spires above me, and I took a wrong turn.


Two: I was followed by two of my companions from that night’s card table.


Perhaps they were upset by the amount of their coin I’d managed to walk away with, or perhaps the celebratory winner’s song I’d played whilst perched on top of the bar had rubbed them the wrong way. Who’s to say? Usually, I was better at spotting sore losers, but I’d entered the game already inebriated, which improved my opinion of most people.


I had just enough presence of mind to make a few quick turns and then scramble up a drainpipe before my followers could match my pace. Perhaps if I was a caster a more direct approach would have been possible, but there are two kinds of sorcerers: those who cast spells and those who write them. I was the latter—and not even an impressive scriver at that.


I held my breath as my two erstwhile gaming companions rounded the corner and looked around wildly.


“Lost him,” the man with the deep voice said.


“Well, we know where he’s going,” the woman replied. She wore tall red boots that I had complimented her on, back when we’d been friends an hour ago. “The Fount is back in session tomorrow, and only a sorcerer would be seen about town in one of those hideous coats.”


I bristled at this. My coat was midlength and black, with many pockets both on the outside and running along the inner lining. A sorcerer’s coat is a wonderful thing to have, with spells on the pockets so you could carry far more than the space should have allowed for and more magic woven into the fabric to keep the wearer cool in summer and warm in winter. I also thought it happened to be an unquestionably stylish piece of clothing and that I looked quite dashing in it.


My would-be robbers, unaware of my outrage, continued on in the direction of the Fount. Once their footsteps had faded, I pulled myself from the gutter and onto the roof proper. It wasn’t the first time I had avoided attention by scrambling over Luxe’s rooftops, and it was a faster (if more dangerous) route.


The journey went mostly without incident, though I did lose several minutes untangling my boot from a wash-line full of someone’s clothing. Nevertheless, when I finally caught sight of the Fount’s grand front gate, my followers were still nowhere in sight.


I shimmied down another drainpipe with more haste than grace, clutching my violin case awkwardly, then darted across the road. It wasn’t until I slid to a stop in front of the gate that I realized something that should have been clear to me from first glance—it was shut.


This was a fairly new development. Until recently, the Fount’s doors had been open all hours of the day, but the previous year a troop of Coterie members had gone rogue and broken into one of the library’s locked vaults, stealing an undisclosed number of extremely rare spells. Needless to say, security measures had been heightened in the wake of the robbery. These measures included closing the gates at midnight, as I now belatedly recalled.


I swore softly and looked over my shoulder.


“You missed the midnight bell by twenty minutes at least.”


The voice was flat, remarkable only for its deep tenor and the unmistakable disapproval lacing each word. I flinched in surprise and looked back toward the door just as a figure stepped forward from the collected gloom of the gate’s arch.


“Oh. Hello, Grimm,” I said with little enthusiasm.


Sebastian Grimm lived up to his name in every way imaginable, like a thundercloud in human form. His hair was a shockingly pale gray and had been that way even when we first met at seventeen. A permanent line of displeasure was etched between his dark brows, and his mouth had a habit of settling into a thin line, turning his expression sour. Or at least, that was the expression he wore whenever he caught sight of me.


Grimm’s usually immaculate sorcerer’s coat was covered in a thin layer of dust, and the indigo caster’s sash wrapped around his waist was creased. A bag hung from his shoulder, packed so tightly the seams were straining. It looked heavy. Grimm looked tired.


Grimm was always easiest to annoy when he was tired, and I have always been unable to resist low-hanging fruit.


I shook my head and made a tutting sound with my tongue. “Sebastian Grimm, out cavorting the night before our final tier commences. What is the world coming to?”


Grimm’s lips tugged down at the corners. “My return was delayed when a stream decided to forge itself a new path directly across one of the main roads. It took the Coterie nearly two hours to spell it back in place.” He gave me a once-over, making note of my rumpled clothes and flushed face. “What’s your excuse?”


“Lost track of time,” I said, and winked for good measure. “What are you waiting here for?”


Grimm looked down his nose at me like I was a particularly stupid bug he was thinking about stepping on. “No one answered when I knocked.”


I laughed. “Do you mean to say, in nearly five years of attending the Fount, you’ve never bothered to find another way in besides the front gate?”


Grimm, tellingly, said nothing. It was not so surprising, considering what I knew of his habits. No reveling with friends in the streets of Luxe for Sebastian Grimm. I could not imagine he had ever found himself in a situation that demanded sneaking back into the Fount after hours.


It was tempting, very tempting, to turn around and leave him there without another word. It’s undoubtedly what Grimm would have done to me, had our positions been reversed. But I couldn’t help but think what would happen if my pursuers arrived and found Grimm outside the gate instead of me. I wasn’t concerned for his safety, understand, but the last thing I needed was for Grimm to discover I’d been gambling. I was sure he’d be only too eager to share my transgressions with the Fount’s board of sorcerers, and I’d already received a very clearly worded letter from them detailing exactly what would happen if I so much as thought about breaking a rule this year.


I sighed heavily. “Come along, then. Or do you intend to sleep in the dust of the street tonight, simply to avoid following me?”


Then I turned on my heel and started walking, not bothering to wait for an answer.


After a moment I was rewarded by the sound of Grimm’s footsteps, leaving the gate to trail reluctantly after me down the road.
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Around the eastern side of the Fount, there is a particularly pretty stretch of wall where trees border the walkway and their branches stretch up and outward, leaning over to kiss leaves with the trees overflowing from the Fount’s garden within. By day, this area is a popular place to stroll because of the shade and the view. By night, it’s the perfect place to sneak over the wall, making use of the natural handholds provided by greenery.


There were, of course, spells in place to prevent outsiders from doing this, but Grimm and I were not outsiders; we were simply residents resorting to inconvenient measures. I’d climbed these trees many times on my own since the midnight bell’s implementation, when I’d been unwilling to let the Fount’s rules deprive me of a full night of fun.


“There’s no need to climb with me here,” Grimm said impatiently, once I’d explained this. “A lightfoot charm will see us over the wall easily.” He looked at me expectantly.


“Oh,” I said, surprised. “You want me to write it?”


“It’s only a charm, Loveage,” Grimm said. “You should be capable of that much, yes?”


Yes, I could write charms. Cantrips too. I could even transcribe other scrivers’ Grandmagic spells without issue. It was when I wrote my own that things went wrong—that was what Grimm was hinting at. Grandmagic had a habit of turning out so poorly for me that I avoided writing it altogether. My last brush with it had been an accident in second tier, when I’d unintentionally written a wind spell with a bit too much power built into it. The demonstration of said spell had destroyed an entire classroom, knocked one person out a first-story window (Grimm), and resulted in the cracking of three ribs (my own). This had earned me a bit of a reputation, as well as a fair amount of laughter and whispers behind my back. A Fount-trained scriver who couldn’t write Grandmagic? What was the point?


I had said something very similar to my father when he insisted I enroll. In fact, I believe my exact words were “Why would I want to spend five years as a laughingstock?” I’d been considered a scriving prodigy when I was young, but that talent had withered on the vine. I’d held more promise as a child than I ever would again, but my father had yet to accept this.


“You’ve had a place at the Fount since you were born,” he’d said.


“Well, I don’t want it,” I told him, which had led to a week of heated arguments and ended with him making it clear that, if I didn’t attend the Fount and become a fifth-tier sorcerer like my older brother had, I could kiss my portion of the inheritance goodbye. The money, the title, the land holdings, all of it.


I didn’t much like to think about that confrontation, but sometimes my father’s parting words still echoed in my ears.


You will learn to control your magic and your attitude and become a fully trained sorcerer, or you will become nothing at all.


After four years at the Fount, I rather thought my father had overlooked the possibility that I could become a fully trained sorcerer and still amount to nothing at all. But Grimm was right; I could write charms, at least.


I reached into my pocket to retrieve paper and quill. The words of the lightfoot charm Grimm mentioned were lost to me—I was shit at memorization—but it was the work of a moment to come up with my own version of the spell, combining what words in the old language I remembered with a few more I found fitting. When it was done, I blew the ink dry and handed the spell to Grimm.


“Your penmanship is awful” was the first thing he said. There was plenty of light from the street for him to read by, so I thought the show he made of squinting and frowning down at the paper was a bit much. “This is incorrect.”


“It’s not,” I said. “I just couldn’t remember the words to the lightfoot spell so I wrote my own. It should work the same. Mostly.”


Grimm stared at me. “Surely you’ve memorized something as basic as that by now?”


I shrugged. “Didn’t stick.”


Grimm looked horrified by this admission. He took ages reading over the spell again, probably searching it for traps. This was insulting but perhaps not entirely unwarranted. Grimm and I had been collecting grievances against each other since first tier, like honey catches flies. I’d once tricked him into casting a charm that turned his pale hair a delightful shade of pink. I’d thought it rather fetching, but he vehemently disagreed. That incident had been the launching point for the enmity that had stuck like a thorn between us ever since.


Once he’d assured himself the spell was as I said, Grimm motioned me closer and gingerly grabbed my left arm with one hand. With the other, he held the spell paper between thumb and forefinger and began to cast. His brow furrowed in concentration. Smoke gathered in his hand and rose up into the air as magic ate the words I’d written, burning away the paper as it went. He didn’t even have to speak the words of the spell aloud.


I will passionately deny admitting this if asked, but Grimm is a brilliant caster. Most sorcerers can’t cast silently, but he did it as a matter of course. If he’d been even a little bit better-natured, this kind of careless display of power might have been attractive. As it was, I found Grimm about as appealing as the austere marble statues that graced the Fount’s hallways—just as haughty and twice as cold. Most of our tiermates disagreed with me on that front. Grimm had plenty of admirers who were willing to overlook his personality in favor of his talent. Little good it did them. Grimm had just given more attention to studying my spell than I’d seen him devote to any of his followers over the years.


The paper wasn’t even completely finished burning when Grimm tugged me forward and our feet left the ground. This spell was undoubtedly more exciting than a lightfoot charm, which floated you upward with all the urgency of dandelion fluff drifting on a light breeze. My version hit with the same adrenaline as a gutless drop, only in reverse. A sort of falling upward, if you like. We had nearly cleared the wall when Grimm’s free hand shot out and grabbed the nearest tree limb, halting our progress before we could descend on the other side. I was hardly tipsy anymore, but our landing was awkward enough that only Grimm’s unsteady grip on my arm kept me from tumbling down. I wobbled on top of the wall like a toddler, laughing and giddy, buzzing from the rush.


“That was brilliant. Why did you stop us?”


“We were going too fast,” Grimm said, scowling. “Your spell likely would have catapulted us headfirst into the ground had I let it continue.”


A little of my rush faded, replaced by annoyance. It was one thing to have everyone turn their noses up at me for something I was admittedly bad at, but my charms worked just fine. I wouldn’t have dared let anyone use them otherwise.


“Climb down on your own then, if you don’t trust my scriving.” I pulled my arm away with a quick tug, intending to move toward the nearest tree and away from Grimm. But hardly tipsy is not quite the same thing as absolutely sober, especially when one is standing on a narrow bit of stone ten feet above the ground.


I leaned.


First one way, then the other. My balance was further thrown off by my violin case, heavier than usual thanks to the winnings I’d stashed there. My free arm flailed for something, anything, to hold on to, and the only thing within reach was Grimm.


My fingers caught on the sash at his waist, causing Grimm to cling even tighter to the branch he held, rather than offering me any assistance.


“Let go,” he snarled, but I clutched that sash like a lifeline, silk twisting in my grasp. Briefly, I thought it would hold, but the fabric was too delicate. It gave way under my fingers with a hushed riiip, and I tumbled over the wall.


It was fortunate that there was grass beneath me, rather than stone, but the impact still rattled my bones and sent the case in my grasp bouncing forward to connect with my face, hard enough to leave me seeing stars. I lay there, dazed, as something wet trickled down from my nose and the metallic tang of blood bloomed at the back of my throat.


By the time I managed to sit up, Grimm was just finishing making his way down one of the trees, landing with an elegant hop. He slowly leaned over to pick up the pieces of his sash. It had been torn neatly in two.


Sorcerers decorate their sashes, you know, or at least most of us do. I’d never bothered, but Grimm’s sash was covered in careful stitches that depicted droplets of water and waves. Now the threads trailed through the air, ripped down the middle of the design.


Grimm folded the pieces carefully and put them in his pocket. Then he looked down at me, coldly furious, and said, “I don’t know how you manage to keep your place here. You’re useless, Loveage.”


There were many things I had argued with Grimm about over the years, but this was not one of them. I didn’t say anything now, either, as he walked away. My own uselessness was something I’d spent years perfecting. Not all sorcerers could be like Grimm. Some of us had powers best left untouched.









CHAPTER TWO


Beginning my last year at the Fount with a blackened eye wasn’t ideal, but at least it gave me an air of mystery. Though I caught several people looking at me curiously the next day, it wasn’t until I was eating lunch in the refectory, book propped open in front of me, that anyone asked me about it outright.


“Your face looks like shit. Did you walk into a door?” This question was accompanied by Agnes Quest plopping herself down onto the bench beside me and stealing a piece of fruit from my plate.


“No,” I said, lowering my book. “I walked into Sebastian Grimm.”


Agnes’s eyes widened comically behind her gold-rimmed spectacles. “You fought? Already, Leo?”


I told her the story of my evening, not bothering to hold back the details of my less-than-legal activities. Agnes didn’t exactly support my lack of regard for rules, but she never condemned me for it either. Our lives had been intertwined since long before the Fount, through both the friendship and the politics of our parents. The number of people with a seat in the Citadel, Miendor’s department of magical governance, formed a very small circle, and their children an even smaller one, which meant Agnes and I had shared near identical childhoods full of high expectations and too many fancy parties. We had emerged from the experience bonded. This bond was cemented during the time after my mother’s death, when I lived at her family estate for several months. We knew each other’s best and worst qualities, and in general supported or forgave them, but this time Agnes’s forehead creased in a frown.


“I thought you were going to keep your head down this year.”


“I wasn’t even back on Fount grounds yet!” I protested. “It was a last hurrah. A parting kiss with revelry before I commit myself to turning over a new leaf. You really needn’t scold me.” I prodded gingerly at the sore skin underneath my eye. “Not when I’ve already paid for it.”


Her dark braids bounced as she shook her head at me. “Well, it serves you right. Do you know how long it took me to haul your luggage inside last night? The least you could have done was send along a charm to make the chest weigh less. Now hurry up. I’ll give you worse problems than a black eye if you make us late to Duality.”


I closed my book without further prompting. The passage I’d been reading had focused on obscure words anyway, and I did my best to avoid those in my spells. Anything too obscure and the magic might think I was actually trying to write something complicated, and that was a problem.


The first time such a problem had occurred was when I was eleven and set fire to my tutor’s beard.


It would have been amusing if I’d intended for it to happen (it was a small fire, and he was an odious man), but that wasn’t the case. And facial hair wasn’t the only victim of my warped compositions. I wrote a spell meant to help my brother practice his sword forms, and he ended up with a broken collarbone. Agnes still has a tiny scar on her cheek from where one of my spells had exploded in her face. I nearly killed my cat trying to use magic to get him down from a tree. The list went on. Any time I attempted to write Grandmagic, it twisted to something wrong in my hands.


Depending on who you asked, I was either a menace or a waste of space. Neither option made casters particularly eager to test out my spells. Fortunately, Agnes had no such compunctions, and she was who I’d been paired up with for Duality class.


The seats were mostly taken by the time we got there. Grimm was stationed at a table on the far side of the room, impossible to miss thanks to his pale hair and height. He had a clear view of the doorway, and I watched his eyes narrow and lips grow pinched as he noticed my arrival.


“Don’t start,” Agnes muttered, and pulled me past Grimm’s table, farther into the high-ceilinged room.


Like everything at the Fount, the lecture halls were beautiful in an austere sort of way, marbled floors and dark wood-paneled walls offset by tall windows that lined one side of the room. Beyond the glass lay sprawling, sunny gardens, still flourishing in the last few weeks of summer.


Agnes and I had just found our seats when, from the front of the room, there came the sound of a throat being cleared.


Silence fell immediately. The few sorcerers not yet seated scurried to find their places as Sorcerer Phade rose from their desk, cane in hand. Phade had been at the Fount longest out of all the instructors, and it showed in the wrinkles creasing their dark skin and the stark white of their hair. Phade was not the type of old that grew feeble. Instead, they had gathered their years around them like the assembled rings of a tree and used them to become formidable.


The cane they carried was a souvenir from the same library break-in that had left the Fount’s security so heightened. Supposedly, Phade had arrived first on the scene and taken on the thieves single-handed. During our fourth tier, they had barely been able to walk at all, but now they simply moved with a pronounced limp.


“Scrivers, please rise,” Phade said in a carrying voice.


Chairs scraped and feet shuffled as we complied. There were fewer scrivers than casters in the room, which was not uncommon. It’s easy to test whether someone can cast magic, harder to tell if someone is capable of writing it. You needed a scriver to imbue the words of a spell with magic, otherwise it was just ink on paper. But even someone who did have the gift for scriving still needed to use the old language to write spells, and not everyone learned it as children. Gentry families, like my own, usually passed the language on, or hired tutors to do so, but if you weren’t born into a family of sorcerers, your chances of learning it were small. As a result, plenty of scrivers went unnoticed and untrained.


To make up the difference, some of the tables in the room housed groups of multiple casters working with a single scriver, while a few of us remained in pairs. This was similar to how the disparity was dealt with in the Coterie, where sorcerers usually worked together in troops but occasionally operated as a duo.


Phade’s eyes flickered over us, face stern and remote in a way that reminded me of Grimm.


Rumor had it Phade was the one who had nominated Grimm for admittance into the Fount when he was discovered as a child. I’d often wondered if this early association was to blame for Grimm’s character. Perhaps he’d imprinted on Phade like a baby duckling and decided to emulate their forbidding nature.


Phade began to walk down the line of tables, cane tapping lightly, and as they walked, they spoke.


“For the past four years I’ve endeavored to teach you how to work with a specific partner, or partners, learning what you can of their skills as a means to hone your own. Partnerships such as this are useful and essential to much of magic. But the situations that arise outside this room are not nearly so neat and controlled. The Coterie will have its eye on many of you this year, and they want sorcerers who are versatile and cooperative. Sorcerers who can work well with everyone in their troop. It is my job to make sure you are ready to meet this challenge. Which is why I will be assigning all scrivers to new tables for the rest of this tier.”


A murmur of surprise rose and then subsided just as quickly when Phade brought their cane down on the floor with a bang. “The new partnerships will be chosen at random and will not be reconsidered. When I call your name, please come to the front of the room.”


I looked at Agnes. She shot me a sympathetic look back but shrugged slightly. There’s nothing to be done, that shrug seemed to say.


Someone was about to be very disappointed by hearing my name called. No fifth-tier caster would be satisfied practicing charms and cantrips.


“Cassius Bethe,” Phade said, and the sorcerer who had been seated next to Grimm stepped forward.


Cassius was short and slender, with mousy brown hair that flopped forward to cover half his face. He had the sort of soft voice and wide eyes that made people underestimate both his age and his skill, but he’d already had two of his own spells added to the Fount’s library, a fact I was heartily tired of being reminded of. Cassius was too inoffensive for me to truly resent him, but the way our instructors fawned over him made it a near thing.


He paused in front of Phade’s desk and picked a slip of paper from the basket they held out. Unfolding it carefully, he read aloud, “Agnes Quest.”


Agnes let out a little sigh of relief, which I tried not to take personally. With Coterie recruitment beginning soon, Cassius was a good match for her. I stepped aside to let him take my place at our table and stood awkwardly in the middle of the aisle as I waited for my name to be called. I hoped that I would at least end up at a table with only one caster, so as not to dash the hopes of too many people.


“Leovander Loveage,” Phade said.


I don’t think I imagined the little pause that ran around the room when my name was spoken. Like all the casters who had not been matched up yet were suddenly bracing themselves.


Ignoring this, I walked up to Phade’s desk and plucked a piece of paper from the top of the pile.


While I had many acquaintances in the crowd, there were none in particular I would have picked to work with besides Agnes. There was one person, however, who I definitely would not have chosen.


“Sebastian Grimm,” I read aloud.


This time the hush that fell over the room was of a different variety, crackling with a certain level of amusement.


It was no secret Grimm and I did not work well together. In fact, we’d been actively banned from interacting in most classrooms, the results having been deemed “too disruptive” by our instructors. Now every eye in the room fixed upon me, waiting to see if I would drop the piece of paper with Grimm’s name on it right back into the basket.


I nearly did just that, thinking that the same rules that normally applied to Grimm and myself must apply here as well, but then I caught Phade watching me, keen-eyed with interest. They had not said a word of protest when I drew Grimm’s name. Abruptly, I remembered their promise that no new pairing would be reconsidered, as well as the letter of warning from the Fount board that I was under strict orders to heed.


Not one toe out of line. That’s what I had committed to, or else the past four years would be for naught. I just hadn’t expected that commitment to be so soundly tested, and so soon.


I met Phade’s eyes squarely over the scrap of paper. Then, after the briefest hesitation, I crossed to my new seat.


The atmosphere in the room seemed to lighten as everyone realized all at once that they no longer had to worry I would end up at their table.


Grimm said nothing as I placed my bag down and slid onto the bench next to him, only sat there, straight-backed, looking deeply displeased. This close, I noticed Grimm’s sash was held together by a neat line of stitches. He had obviously gone to great effort to make the stitches as careful and small as possible, but the repair still stood out, like a stain on a white shirt. Perhaps I should have felt a glimmer of remorse. Instead, all I felt was a savage sort of glee at witnessing the blemish in his otherwise perfect image, knowing I put it there.


Once partners had been assigned, the scrivers were instructed to choose one of the spells we’d written over break for our new partner to cast. My offerings were slightly more intricate than usual, given that I’d had all summer to devote to their making, but they were still only charms and cantrips. Nothing that would be a stretch for any caster in the room. Yet, similar to the night before, Grimm spent an inordinate amount of time studying the spell I handed him. In fact, he took so long looking at it that many of the other sorcerers finished casting before we had even begun.


I watched the woman at the table in front of us flicker in and out of sight as her partner recited a lackluster invisibility spell. Across the room, a spell meant to freeze someone in place went wrong and left broken bits of ice melting on the floor. The scriver of that spell swore as Phade pursed their lips at the mess. Many different Grandmagic spells were being tested, with varying levels of success, but the most ambitious one by far was cast by Agnes. I looked over at her table just as the spell in her hand finished burning away and Cassius’s form shimmered and began to wiggle and shake like jelly. It was both uncomfortable and fascinating to watch, but after only a few seconds of this display Cassius disappeared altogether, replaced by a small brown sparrow.


The spell lasted less than a minute, but this was still very impressive. Successful transformation spells were rare.


A petty part of me couldn’t help but notice that Cassius didn’t quite dare test out his wings. He simply sat on the chair for the duration of his birdhood, occasionally letting out an excited chirp.


My spells may have been small, but they were fully functional.


Grimm cleared his throat pointedly, and I turned back round to face him as he began casting. Gray tendrils of smoke drifted up from his hands. The windows in the room were all cracked open, but I knew my hair would smell like fire for the rest of the day.


Once the paper was gone, Grimm brushed the ash from his hands, unfazed. Not for the first time, I wondered what it would be like to have that kind of power at your disposal.


Scrivers can’t cast. Or at least, we can’t cast anything that requires more than a thimbleful of magic. It was dangerous to try for anything more than that. Bite your cheek. Feel the softness against your teeth as you bear down. Press to the point of skin breaking. You could keep going, but why would you? There’s a line there, between pressure and pain. No one needs to tell you where it is; you can feel it for yourself.


That’s casting a spell.


I don’t know exactly what Grimm felt, but wherever that point lay for him, it was far past anything I could even imagine.


Grimm frowned. “Your spell didn’t work.”


“Oh, it did,” I told him. “Maybe too well.”


He looked me over, clearly confused. “What is it meant to do?”


“It warms your clothes. So that you never have to put on cold socks, or cold anything, really. I probably should have just taken something off for you to cast it on, though.” I was already sweating.


Grimm looked around the room, at Cassius, who was marveling with Agnes over the fact that his bird form had left behind a downy feather on the bench, and the woman who appeared to be holding a very tiny lightning bolt in her hand, and even the partners who were busy cleaning up the puddles on the floor. Then he looked back at me.


“I see,” he said.


Those two little words, spoken with such cold formality, managed to convey far more than if Grimm had said twice as much. It was the verbal equivalent of someone looking down their nose at you. Phade had been keeping an especially close watch on our table for the duration of the class, so I could not respond as I wished to, but I resolved then and there to only give Grimm spells I knew he would hate for the remainder of our partnership. I would smother him in cosmetic charms and prank cantrips. I would give him exactly what he expected of me, and nothing more.


I didn’t linger over this choice at the time, but in hindsight, I think it’s what sealed our fate. This one simple, petty decision, not so different from others I had made before. All because I couldn’t stand the way Grimm looked at me.


I did it to spite him, but really, I have always been my own worst enemy.









CHAPTER THREE


Not even a full week back at the Fount and I already had three new spells to write, and more to memorize than I had fingers on my hands to count with. I was certain that for every new bit of magic I managed to make stick, something else would slip from my head like water from a duck’s back, but I had to at least try. New leaf and all that.


Even so, I had not forgotten Grimm’s derision, nor my resolve to vex him thoroughly the next time we met.


It was in this frame of mind—frazzled, slightly sleep-deprived, head stuffed full of other people’s words and resentful of each one of them, and even more resentful of Sebastian Grimm—that I ran into Cassius Bethe.


I mean that quite literally. I was making my escape from the library after six hours of study when Cassius rounded a corner and walked straight into me, sending my books and spell folder tumbling to the floor. This wasn’t so bad, but Cassius had been carrying a stack of unbound spell papers, and the collision sent them flying in every direction until the floor between us was carpeted in white.


There’s a game that’s very popular in Luxe, played in bars and on street corners, or any place where people can stop and stare for a while. It uses shells and a stone, or sometimes cups and a marble, shuffled among one another fast enough to make your head spin.


They have a version of this game everywhere. It never goes out of style because people never tire of the idea that they can win. The key is to not get distracted. Don’t look away. Don’t fall for the trick.


I’m really, really bad at this game. I fall for it every time.


Cassius’s face was a study in agony. “Oh no,” he whispered, taking in the scattered spells. Then he looked up and recognized me. “I’m so sorry, Leo. I was in a hurry and, well … ” He gestured helplessly at the mess.


“No harm done,” I said. It was hard to be ungracious to Cassius. There was too much about him that seemed inherently apologetic. His demeanor was as mousy as his brown hair. We’d never spent much time together before, and I’d never cared to change that, assuming that anyone who was friends with Grimm would not be interested in my company, but I knelt down and began to help him anyway. He was Agnes’s partner now, after all.


“Do you like him better than me?” I’d asked her, just the night before.


“He’s quite nice,” Agnes said, distracted. She’d spent the past half hour trying to cast a disorientation spell silently, but the paper wasn’t catching. Unlike Grimm, she did better when she could shout the spell at something. “I think he’ll be a good partner.”


“You do like him better,” I said, aggrieved.


Agnes let out a grunt of frustration and lowered the unconsumed spell before facing me. “I do not like him better; I just think he’s a good scriver. So are you, no matter how you insist otherwise. Cassius just … tries harder.”


I was fairly certain Cassius and I tried equal amounts, only in different directions, but the comparison had stuck in my mind. It returned anew as I helped Cassius gather a truly staggering number of spells off the floor.


“Are these all yours?” I asked.


“Goodness, no,” Cassius said, laughing softly. “I’m not so prolific as all that. These are for the library. They’re sent so many spells for admittance that they have trouble keeping on top of the backlog. I’m helping sort through and pick out the ones worth reviewing.”


This only made my eyebrows raise higher. “You must have pissed someone off spectacularly. Even I haven’t been assigned any extra work yet.”


No one at the Fount would have trusted me to sort through incoming spells even if I had, but that was beside the point.


Cassius shook his head. “It’s not punishment; I volunteered. I find the task interesting. Most of the spells the library receives are too derivative to be worth adding to the shelves, but some of the structures I’ve seen are quite creative. Inspiring, even. And, well, this sort of thing looks good to the Coterie when it comes time for recruitment.”


I handed over a messy stack of spell papers and said, “Recruitment. Right.”


Almost everyone who attended the Fount did so with an eye for being recruited by the Coterie after graduation. Ostensibly, this was so they could use their training to protect Miendor’s citizens from the monsters that liked to creep over our borders from the strange and sprawling Wilderlands beyond, where magic flourished unhindered, producing all sorts of odd creatures and plant life. Sorcerers who served for the requisite amount of time were also automatically granted property, initiating them into the ranks of Miendor’s gentry. And if you were already from a gentry family (as most sorcerers attending the Fount were), there was the prestige of having a Coterie title attached to your name to consider.


Gentry families are snobs about that sort of thing. I would know.


There are some other draws to the Coterie, besides property and bragging rights. During fourth tier, we’d spent one week out of every month assisting the Coterie on low-level missions in order to gain practical experience. They didn’t send us to take care of anything high-stakes—the things we’d helped with wouldn’t end up in any history books—but we’d gotten to roam all over Miendor, solving different problems every day. Those weeks had been … fun, as far as occupations went. Certainly more to my taste than sitting in the library for hours on end, getting zapped by quietude spells every time I spoke too loudly or began to whistle. Definitely a more interesting line of work than becoming a craft sorcerer and focusing on only one area of magic day in and day out.


But only the cleverest, most powerful sorcerers made it through recruitment.


“Oh, I think this one’s yours,” Cassius said, handing over a spell that had escaped from my folder in the collision. It was easy to spot as mine because no one would bother trying to get a tooth-whitening charm admitted into the Fount library. “Do you have a plan yet?” Cassius asked.


I busied myself with putting the spell away. “For what?”


“The first recruitment trial, of course!”


“Oh. Not really.”


Every year, after the harvest, Coterie captains visited the Fount to recruit the most promising fifth-tier sorcerers early, before the final trials in the spring took place. It was a badge of honor to earn your place during the autumn trials, and everyone in fifth tier was even more tense than usual, falling all over themselves to learn new tricks like dogs hoping to earn a treat.


Cassius tapped a sheaf of paper against the floor neatly and then shot me a little smile that I thought was meant to be conspiratorial. “Come on, Leo, you must have something up your sleeve.”


“Well.” I made a point of looking around the corridor, as though making sure there was no one else listening. “There is one thing, if you promise not to tell anyone.”


Interest kindled in Cassius’s eyes. “Of course not.”


“The trick is … I just don’t care what happens.” I laughed aloud as Cassius’s face slackened in surprise. “Come on, there’s nothing I could possibly do that would impress a captain. Charms and cantrips aren’t going to help them fight monsters.”


“Maybe not,” Cassius said. “But troops are meant to be well balanced, not just powerful. You don’t know what they’ll be looking for.”


But I did know. He was right in front of me. No wonder Cassius and Grimm got along; they were both picture-perfect versions of what a sorcerer should be. Grimm, with magic leaping to answer his very thoughts, and Cassius, eagerly studying the words of others so that he might write the sort of spells the library would never refuse from their shelves. Both of them wanted so badly to be noticed for their sorcery, and no doubt they would be.


The last thing I wanted was to be deemed remarkable for my scriving. I wanted people to look at me because I had picked up my violin and begun to play. I wanted attention for being clever or even for being outrageous. Not magic. Never magic. The only spells of mine worth anyone’s notice were never noticeable for a good reason.


I looked at Cassius and said, “Any troop looking to round out their arsenal with a few cosmetic cantrips is simply going to have to contain their disappointment at my refusal. I have no interest in the Coterie.”


“Of course,” Cassius said. “My mistake.” But he said it with the tiniest quirk to his lips and a slight bob of his head. I don’t think he believed me.


It wasn’t long before we’d finished collecting the spells off the floor and had them sorted back into their proper folders. I gathered my things and bid Cassius farewell, more than ready to escape further discussion of the Coterie.


Cassius called out my name when I was halfway down the corridor.


“Yes?” I said, turning back to face him.


“I hope there are no hard feelings over Duality class. About the partner switch, I mean. I know you and Agnes are close.”


“It’s not your fault,” I said, surprised. “If your name hadn’t been called, it just would have been someone else.”


“I know. But I can’t help but feel that you and Grimm have a harder task than the rest of us. It’s no secret that the two of you don’t get on.” Cassius hesitated, biting his lip, then said, “Can I offer a word of advice?”


“Please,” I said, interest piqued.


“Grimm likes straightforward wording to his spells. Nothing too long or overly complicated. Not that he’s incapable of adapting, of course,” Cassius hastened to add. “It’s just that he prefers short and simple.”


I smiled at Cassius, slow and sweet. “Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.”
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After that, I spent every spare moment leading up to the next Duality class writing the most unnecessarily long and elaborate charms I had ever composed. I also went out of my way to choose the most flowery, ridiculous words in the old language that I could think of.


Was this a good use of my limited time? No.


Was it at least a valuable exercise in the effect vocabulary can have on simple charms?


Also no.


But it was a form of stress relief. I had trouble falling asleep most nights, and thinking up convoluted spells to annoy Grimm with was nearly as soothing as playing my violin or getting drunk. I lay down after writing them and didn’t remember my dreams come morning.


By the time our second class as partners came around, my spell folder was well padded. I took great joy in tossing it onto the table between us.


“Pick whatever you like,” I told Grimm. “Doesn’t matter to me.”


Today, Phade had told us to practice physical means of making magic stronger. Most of what determined a spell’s strength was due to how it was written, but there were other ways of boosting effectiveness, if you had the time. It mostly had to do with casting, so I leaned back in my chair and relaxed.


Grimm hesitated only a moment before opening my folder and flipping through the spells there. As before, he took far longer than was necessary looking them over, the furrow in his brow growing deeper and deeper before he eventually selected a piece of paper. Next, he retrieved his caster’s kit from his bag.


Agnes kept her tools in a leather pouch with various compartments, but Grimm’s kit was a small wooden box. From inside he withdrew a candle, which he lit with a fancy silver lighter before placing it on the table, wick still guttering slightly from the movement. Next, he drew out a slim silver knife and ran it through the flame.


“Hold out your hand,” he said.


Apprehension tickled the back of my neck as I eyed the knife. Blood was commonly used as an amplifier, so it wasn’t as though Grimm was suggesting anything shocking; I just didn’t fancy the idea of letting him near me with a blade. But Phade was watching, and I hadn’t done anything to Grimm today that warranted violence (yet), so after a moment I held out my hand.


Grimm steadied my palm, fingers light and warm on the back of my wrist, wielding the knife with clinical precision. The silver blade was thin. It bit into my thumb with scarcely more pain than I would have felt from a pinprick. Blood welled to form a scarlet bead, and Grimm briefly touched his thumb to mine, just long enough to smear the blood into the whorls on his own skin. Then he picked up his chosen spell and pressed a bloody fingerprint into the paper like a stamp.


As usual, Grimm didn’t speak the spell aloud, but I could tell when he’d begun to cast by the swirling smoke and the sudden heat in my chest. It felt like I’d swallowed sunlight and was being warmed from the inside. The paper in Grimm’s hand curled away to nothing and was gone, leaving the air between us smelling faintly of copper.


“Which one did you choose?” I asked, rubbing my chest. The heat there was unexpected, but sometimes amplifying certain spells could have side effects.


“The shortest,” Grimm said.


It took me a moment to remember which spell that was, but once I had, I smiled and fluttered my eyes outrageously. “What color?”


“What?”


“My eyes. The spell is meant to change their color. With the extra boost, they should be something truly spectacular.”


Grimm stared at me, looking utterly put out at the thought that he had just expended energy casting such a spell. Then he met my eyes and said, “Blue.”


I frowned. “My eyes were blue already. Are you sure you don’t mean turquoise? Cyan, perhaps?”


“No,” Grimm said flatly. “They’re the same as they were before. Vanities are unpredictable and a waste of paper.”


“It’s exactly because vanity spells are unpredictable that they’re so expensive and coveted,” I retorted. “They’re complicated to pull off.”


Grimm ran the silver blade through the flame again, then put it away. “That explains why yours didn’t work, then.”


“I didn’t say they were too complicated for me!”


Grimm blew the candle out. “Results suggest otherwise.”


I seethed over this for the remainder of our lesson.


Where other scrivers may have skipped over charms in favor of more impressive spells, I’d had no choice but to learn how to perfect them. They were my specialty. But much as I wanted to blame this failure on Grimm’s casting, I couldn’t. I had watched the magic consume the paper in his hand and I had felt something happen—the strange heat in my chest was proof of that. Yet when it came time to fill out our lesson report for Phade, Grimm wrote down spell did not fulfill its given purpose, and I couldn’t even protest because my eyes were very much still their original color. This was confirmed by Agnes when I snuck across the room just to make sure that Grimm wasn’t lying.


Considering how well the morning had gone so far, it was hardly a surprise when Phade called my name and beckoned me to approach their desk rather than file out of the classroom alongside everyone else. They held the piece of paper with Grimm’s report in one hand but waited for the room to finish emptying before speaking.


“Mr. Loveage, I thought it was made clear that our standards for you would be higher this year.”


“It was,” I ground out. “Perhaps if someone else were to cast the spell—”


“Are you suggesting that Mr. Grimm’s talents are lacking?”


“No. But maybe that’s the problem. Pairing Grimm and me together is like asking a waterfall to flow out of a decorative fountain. We’re not a good match.”


Phade put the report down and looked at me, dark eyes unsympathetic. “I suggest you find a way to remedy that, at least inside this classroom. Or do I need to remind you of the consequences if the board finds your efforts lacking this year?”


“What about Grimm’s efforts?” I asked mulishly. “Aren’t we supposed to be partners? He’s the one who cast the spell.”


“Mr. Grimm is not on probation,” Phade said simply. “His moves are not the ones in question. Yours are.”


And that was the crux of the matter, wasn’t it? Phade’s words were a warning as much as an admonishment. A reminder that, if our partnership failed, the blame would rest squarely on my shoulders, and so it fell to me to find a way to make sure that didn’t happen.


I just didn’t know how, seeing as Grimm and I were apparently as incompatible in magic as we were in every other way.









CHAPTER FOUR


The warm feeling in my chest caused by the failed spell lingered for the rest of the day. It was not painful, exactly, it might have even been pleasant—like the afterglow of a strong drink—except that I didn’t know why it was happening.


Even if I’d messed something up, the spell should have failed without causing any side effects. Unless I’d misjudged the potential of the amplification combined with Grimm’s already considerable power. Perhaps I would wake up the following day with eyes that constantly shifted color, or the blue of my irises would stretch to cover the whites of my eyes and stick that way.


Like I’d told Grimm, cosmetic charms could be surprisingly tricky.


Sleep eluded me even more thoroughly than usual that night. When a bottle of wine and an hour of playing violently depressing songs on my violin wasn’t enough to soothe me, I sighed and rearranged my fingers on the strings to play a lullaby cantrip.


I did this sometimes, setting words in the old language to music instead of writing them down. Usually magic consumed paper, but it seemed just as happy to eat the notes I played for it. I would never be a caster, but spellsongs made it possible for me to push the boundaries of what I was normally capable of. I’d tried it with a charm once and nearly passed out, but cantrips, when sung, only tired me slightly. I’d often wondered if other sorcerers would find it cost them less to cast this way as well, but never had a chance to find out. Agnes couldn’t hold a tune, and the only time I’d mentioned it to one of my instructors, they’d been horrified.


“It’s dangerous to leave magic unfed,” they’d scolded, as though music itself could never be a proper meal. “You’ll hurt yourself, experimenting with such things.”


I nodded and let them think that their words would dissuade me, then kept right on tinkering with my spellsongs in private.


The lullaby tune was soothing, as all lullabies were meant to be. Simple, even. The melody was my paper, and my voice took the place of ink spreading over the page. By the time I let my bow fall, I was winded from pressing too close to the edge of my abilities, but I was also sleepy. So sleepy that it was all I could do to wipe down the strings and put my violin away properly before falling into bed.


The next morning, the warmth in my chest was gone. When I looked in the mirror, no ill effects seemed to have appeared overnight. My eyes were their usual blue, whites only slightly bloodshot. My hair, sleep-mussed and curling around my face, was its usual brown. In fact, all my features seemed to be in their usual place. I decided my anxiety had been unwarranted.


I did not forget about the failed spell, exactly, but it was shuffled to the back of my mind. Past failures mattered less at this point than ensuring such things didn’t happen again. I needed to be more disciplined and focused than I had been before if I ever wanted to see my inheritance.


I met with Agnes to run through sword forms. Sat through a soul-suckingly boring lecture on the merits of using rhymes versus iambic pentameter in the old language. Went to the library and hastily memorized two spells before sprinting to my next class, where I proved my recall by regurgitating said spells word for word.


Despite my best efforts to focus, I was twitchy, bothered by the sense that I was forgetting something or that there was someplace I was meant to be. Given that every student at the Fount is plagued by such feelings at one point or another, I did not think anything of it.


That night I shuffled through all my impending assignments, in case my subconscious was trying to warn me of something I’d overlooked. But everything was in order (or at least as much order as I was ever capable of maintaining).


The feeling persisted the following day. And the next.


“It’s the pressure,” Agnes said when I couldn’t stop pacing the length of her room. We were meant to be studying, but I couldn’t sit still long enough to read more than a few words. “You’ve never had to work this hard before.”


“I have, in fact, put in some amount of effort over the past four years,” I said indignantly. “Otherwise it wouldn’t have taken this long for them to threaten to kick me out.”


“Some effort, sure, but you didn’t care before. In fact, you acted like you were allergic to caring about your academic standing. Now you’re just like the rest of us.”


This was said with a certain amount of satisfaction. Agnes had always been brilliant, but it was a hard-won brilliance. She was used to sacrificing hours and days to maintain her reputation as a promising young sorcerer, while I had always proclaimed that too little freedom made my mind feel like it was shriveling up into something the size of a walnut.


With this in mind, I went out that night, trying to reclaim some of my previous nonchalance. But when I woke the next morning, hungover and bleary, that same itching sensation of unease was back, worse than ever.


I wanted something. I just didn’t know what.


Normally I lazed in bed for as long as possible to make up for my late nights, but I couldn’t stay still, not with that prickling, aimless hunger chasing itself across my skin. I dressed and stepped outside just as the sun rose high enough to wash the Fount’s pale halls with blush-touched gold. It was far too early for breakfast to be served in the refectory, so I settled for slipping into the kitchens and stealing an apple. Then I went for a walk around the gardens, hoping that the combination of food and movement would quiet the gnawing sensation in the pit of my stomach.


The Fount grounds were lovingly maintained and absolutely massive. If you ignored the faint sounds of the city in the distance, and the Fount bell tower occasionally tolling out the time, it was possible to pretend you were someplace else entirely. The farther I walked, the more something inside me seemed to loosen, like a flower unfurling its petals to the warm sun. We were nearing the harvest, and it showed in the golden hues around me—nature’s windfall.


I ate my apple and strolled toward the pond on the south side of the grounds. Fading water lilies dotted the water’s surface, and on the far side was a stone pavilion with a dock running out from it. Upon walking closer, I realized I was not the only one up and about at this hour. A figure was just visible through the open, arched windows of the pavilion, running through the paces of a sword form. His coat and sash had been laid aside for freedom of movement, but the pale hair and upright posture were recognizable even from this distance.


It was Sebastian Grimm.


I should have left, but something in me rebelled against the idea. Agnes had accused me on more than one occasion of not knowing when to just let things be, and Grimm brought that tendency out in me more than anyone. Our animosity was like a scab, itching to be picked. I couldn’t resist trying to draw blood.


I ducked inside the pavilion to watch Grimm run through his sword form.


It had been a long time since we had been in the same combat class (after a rather heated exchange in first tier, our instructor had wisely decided it was best we learned such skills separately), but I could still remember how haltingly he’d moved through the forms after first arriving at the Fount. Like many of the other sorcerers, I’d been tutored in the blade since childhood. Grimm obviously had not and had just as obviously been bothered by his own lack of skill. But he seemed to have put that frustration to good use. There was no hesitance in his movement now. Forms were designed to condition your body for fighting, but there was art to be found in the ritual as well. Grimm made it look effortless the same way a dancer would have. If I hadn’t known he had once struggled, I would have thought the skill came naturally to him. It was beautiful to watch.


Seeing Grimm like that, alone and unbothered, completely in his element, made something reckless rise within me. Agnes was right, I could never let things be.


I drew back a step, half-hidden in the doorway. Then I sang a few words in the old language under my breath. It was just a tiny cantrip, but when I was finished, my hands trembled and my stomach felt hollow, even though I’d just eaten an apple. But the cost was worth it when I saw the spell begin to take effect.


A butterfly swooped into the pavilion and settled on Grimm’s head. The bright blue of its wings stood out markedly against his pale hair. Next, a yellow butterfly drifted in and landed on Grimm’s shoulder. Then a dragonfly settled on his back.


This continued for several moments without Grimm noticing anything was amiss, until a large orange butterfly landed on his hand. He paused mid lunge, the most delightful expression of confusion on his face as he realized he was inexplicably covered in tiny wings.


I chuckled, and Grimm immediately turned toward the sound, sword raised.


“Who’s there?”


“Hullo, Grimm,” I said, stepping into the light. “Lovely morning for a stroll, isn’t it?”


Grimm’s face reorganized itself at the sight of me, shifting from wariness to outright displeasure. “Did you cast something on me?” He sounded almost shocked, though I wasn’t certain if it was me being capable of such a thing that surprised him, or just that I had dared cast something on him.


“It was only a passing fancy,” I said, watching the butterflies on his shoulders flap their wings gently. They looked like dots of paint splattered on his dark coat. “No harm done.”


Grimm’s expression darkened further. “Get rid of them,” he said.


It was the work of a moment to sing out a reversal, and I did so quickly. The winged things perched on Grimm rose up in a cloud and drifted away, back to the water lilies and meadow flowers outside. I frowned a little as they went. I hadn’t intended to drop the spell so easily, but something in Grimm’s tone had compelled my acquiescence.


“It’s impolite to cast on someone without their knowledge,” Grimm said. “And a bad idea to distract someone holding a blade.”


“I’m not that worried. You were moving so slow I would have had plenty of time to defend myself.” This wasn’t actually true, but I was disgruntled by my own cooperation and found myself searching for sore spots to press against in retaliation.


“I was focusing on precision,” Grimm said through gritted teeth.


“If you say so,” I responded blithely. “Hey, we should spar sometime.”


“We should not.”


“Don’t be that way.” I smiled, as though I couldn’t feel the hair’s edge that Grimm’s temper was balanced on. “You could use the practice.”


Grimm’s eyes flashed and his hand flexed—as though, for all his protests, he would have very much liked the chance to raise his blade against me. “Go jump in a lake, Loveage,” he snapped. “I don’t need your help.”


The venom in Grimm’s voice contrasting against the tameness of his words rendered the whole thing more amusing than threatening. But another, more insistent part of me seemed to say, Well, if that’s what you want.


There was no lake, but there was another body of water conveniently close by.


I turned away from Grimm and walked out of the pavilion and onto the dock. The water stretched out before me, sun-dappled and serene in the cool morning air. It was a pretty sight, but I didn’t pause to take it in. There was something I was meant to do.


I walked to the end of the dock and threw myself in.
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