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To my family, always.









Part One


Camford, 1920









1


In the end, it was four words that changed the course of our lives and the history of the world. Perhaps it wasn’t really so surprising. They were, after all, the most important words in any language.


“What are you reading?”


At first I didn’t think the words were addressed to me. To begin with, in those days people didn’t speak to me without reason. In the week since I had come to Camford, I could count on one hand the number of conversations I’d had with the other students; if I counted only those unprompted by myself, I was down to one finger. That had been on the first day, when somebody had asked who I was. After that, everyone knew, and there had been no more questions. They all pretended not to understand my accent anyway.


For another thing, I was tucked away in a corner of the library where nobody ever came, in the depths of one of the oldest stack rooms, where the shafts of sunlight were clogged with dust and the air had the sweet, stale smell of old paper. The library was the heart of Camford, a great sprawling structure so labyrinthine it was rumoured to be larger inside than out. Some of the students preferred to steer clear of it entirely, not only for the usual reasons students avoided libraries but because they claimed that if the library took a dislike to you it would swallow you up and you would never be seen again. But I never felt the library disliked me—on the contrary, it was the only place among the crooked towers of Camford where I felt instantly embraced. It gave me the books I’d yearned to read since I had first learned of the magical world, and it did so readily, as if they were nothing. It hid me from unfriendly eyes, and admittedly from friendly ones as well. I could hear only the occasional murmur of student voices in the corridors, and I had been confident none would come near.


Most important of all, the voice that had asked the question belonged to Alden Lennox-Fontaine.


Back then, I knew very little of the aristocratic magical Families whose sons inhabited Camford. They blurred into an endless parade of pale faces and well-cut grey suits, smooth accents and smooth haircuts, motorcars and cigarettes and showy spells. I used to tell myself I didn’t care about them, when really of course they didn’t care about me. Still, I couldn’t help knowing, against my will, about Alden. He was the golden child of our year: heir to some vast estate up in Yorkshire, blue-eyed and blond-curled, well-dressed and well-shaped and effortlessly charming. I couldn’t even pretend he wasn’t clever, because he was. I would hear him behind me before class started, halfway up the stadium seating: laughing with his friends, quick and disarming, the kind of verbal thrust-and-parry the magical Families seemed trained in from infancy. And yet once the lecture began, he would stop laughing and listen; if he spoke at all, it was to ask sensible questions, all trace of irony bled from his voice. A deft, supple intellect, unafraid to want to learn from his teachers yet too full of wit and mischief to be teased by his peers. I had never expected to see him up close, much less to speak to him.


But here he was, so close I could see each strand of artistically tousled golden hair, and he had in fact, despite all logical reasons to the contrary, spoken to me.


He must have thought I hadn’t heard him, because he repeated his question again, in exactly the same tone, with exactly the same important words. “What are you reading?”


I found my voice at last. “A book,” I said. These were important words too, but in context they were a little lacking in specificity.


Alden laughed his easy laugh. “I didn’t think you were reading a map. What book?”


If my cheeks hadn’t flushed already, they certainly had now. “Cornelius Agrippa.”


“Interesting,” he said. “You must have gone quite deep into the library for that.”


I couldn’t tell if he was teasing, so I chose not to reply. I looked at him and waited for him to move away.


Instead, he looked back readily. I couldn’t help noticing, as if it were important, that his eyes had little amber flecks in them.


“I’ve seen you in here before,” he said after a while. I wondered if he was telling the truth: Certainly he had been in the library at the same time as me, but he never had any reason to notice my existence. “What’s your name?”


I wished, not for the first time, that I had a name I didn’t have to steel myself before declaring. My father had chosen it, liking plant names for girls in general and thinking it would bring me luck. I loved my father, from whom I had inherited my mousy hair and my talent for drawing (my stubbornness came from my mother, according to him). He had died in the Spanish flu outbreak two years ago, and I missed him more than I could say. But honestly.


“Clover,” I said. “Clover Hill.”


His mouth quirked, as I had feared. “The scholarship witch. I should have guessed.”


“What does that mean?” I asked before I could stop myself. “You should have guessed?”


“What do you think it means?”


“It could mean a lot of things.” My voice was tight. Tears had pricked my eyes, unexpected and mortifying. I wouldn’t normally be so sensitive. The truth was I had been sitting at the desk aching with homesickness. It didn’t help that Alden’s vast estate was really not so very far from my Lancashire farm. His public school upbringing had smoothed away most traces of an accent, but the vowels held just enough touches of the north to reach my heart. “It could mean that my clothes aren’t fashionable enough for me to come from money. It could mean that the work I’m studying is obviously outdated, and that indicates I’m not Family. It could mean that I’m in a library on a Sunday afternoon, and that means I need to study to keep my place here.”


“You give far too much credit to my powers of observation,” Alden said. “I just meant that you looked clever. I don’t even know why I thought that. Probably it was the glasses.”


I took them off, and managed to wipe my eyes discreetly in the process.


“As I thought,” Alden said with a satisfied nod. “Positively thick-headed now. I’d have taken you for a duchess.”


I smiled, shamefaced. God, what was wrong with me? I’d been lonely for days and pretending not to be; I’d been aching for the sound of a friendly voice or a kind word. And the moment someone had stopped to give me one, I’d bitten his head off.


“I’m sorry.”


“Not at all. I should apologise. I was being thoughtless.” He slid his long limbs into the seat opposite me. I felt his proximity like heat on my skin; suddenly, it became a little harder to breathe. It wasn’t purely attraction—though he was undeniably attractive. It was the world he represented. Wealth, breeding, and glamour radiated from him. He was like a burning sun. In my experience, you sneak looks at the sun, careful not to get blinded; you don’t expect the sun to look back at you. You certainly don’t expect it to pull up a chair, reach across the table, and take up your book with long white fingers. “I won’t apologise, of course. I was raised badly, and it’s far too late to reform now. Still, I’ll certainly concede that I should. I’m Alden Lennox-Fontaine.”


“I know,” I said, and wondered if I should have admitted it. It might have been better to pretend I had no idea who he was. Then again, that might have made me look unsophisticated. The Families tended to know one another.


He smiled, as though he saw full well both halves of my mind. “What do you think of Agrippa?”


It could have been polite conversation. But Alden Lennox-Fontaine had no need to be polite to me. More importantly, I recognised in his face a gleam of real interest, not in me, but in what I was studying. It set me at ease. I couldn’t talk about myself; I could certainly talk about Agrippa.


“His theories are terribly old-fashioned,” I said. “I know that. They’re inaccurate too, which is worse. I think he might be on to something with his binding rituals, though.”


“Yes,” he said. “Yes, I think exactly the same.”


“You’ve read Agrippa?” I flushed again, realising how that sounded.


He laughed. “We do learn to read at public school, you know. We don’t leave all the intellectual activity to those far from the madding crowd.”


“I didn’t mean that. I just meant—as I said, he’s terribly old-fashioned. I know he isn’t taught anymore. I only know him because I was taught out of a lot of books that were—well, out-of-date. I grew up in a small village in Lancashire. Even when I found out magic existed, there wasn’t a lot of new scholarship.”


“He’s not on the curriculum,” he conceded. “But old houses, like small villages in Lancashire, tend to accumulate old books. I read Agrippa when I was fifteen. Until I met you five minutes ago, I was the only person I knew who had. I came to the same conclusion you just did.”


“What conclusion?”


“That he might be on to something with his binding rituals. Now, I’ve just said that you look very intelligent, and I’m sure you are, but I at fifteen was a relative clod. And yet we both saw that there was something worth pursuing in Agrippa. Why, then, do you think there hasn’t been any work on it?”


“Nobody works on faerie magic anymore.” My heart was beating fast, and I didn’t quite know why. “It’s illegal.”


“Perhaps. Still, it’s interesting, isn’t it?” He checked his watch before I could answer and made a face. “I knew it. I have to go to a luncheon. Whenever I start an interesting conversation, I have to go to a luncheon. It’s an eternal curse.”


I had never been to a luncheon—not a real one, the kind he was talking about. I hadn’t thought I wanted to. But I wanted to keep talking to him about Agrippa, so I felt a pang of disappointment.


“Perhaps that curse is Agrippa’s influence from beyond the grave.” It was my best attempt at Camford student banter. “And that’s why nobody’s followed his work.”


“Hm. But you clearly had no distractions until I came and provided them. The luncheon curse has no power over you. Unless you’d like to join me, of course. Or would that make me the curse?”


I blinked. “I’m sorry?”


“You’re welcome to join us, if you’re not busy.” He sounded casual. Surely he could not be. Surely he knew that scholarship students, particularly the only one from an unmagical family, did not attend the same parties as Alden Lennox-Fontaine. “It’s just a few of us—a tiresome crowd, for the most part, but one or two good sorts. Hero will be there, if you’re worried about being in a room with too many men.”


“Hero Hartley?” I asked, trying to match his careless tone. There were few female scholars at Camford, even by the low standards set by Oxford and Cambridge. Of the three hundred undergraduates, only ten were women, and in our entire year there were only two: myself and Hero. I had tried to get up the courage to introduce myself to her more than once that first week, only to lose my nerve and slip away before there was any chance of us being introduced. I had seen her in lectures, always at Alden’s side. The two of them were cut of the same cloth: moneyed, powerful, impossibly elegant, with an intellect that cut like a whip.


“Do you know her? I’ll introduce you. We grew up together, more or less. Our houses are the only human habitations for miles where we live, so it was the two of us every summer. Oh, and Eddie Gaskell, of course. The Gaskells’ land is a few miles north. Eddie might be at the luncheon too, actually, if Hero can persuade him to leave his room.” He stood and stretched. “God, I’m still stiff from last night. I wonder what I did. Do say you’ll come. I’d much rather keep talking about Agrippa than get drunk on Corbett’s mediocre wine at two in the afternoon, although of course we could do both.”


“I’d love to come,” I said, before either of us could change our minds. I was finding it hard to breathe, as if the air was suddenly thin or I was very high in the sky. “Thank you.”


“Don’t thank me. You’re doing me a favour, and probably Hero and Eddie too.”


I didn’t, at that point, recognise the gleam in his eye as dangerous. It was the echo of the gleam in my own, and I hadn’t yet learned that mine was dangerous too.
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That was how it started, the four of us. We never meant any harm.
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If it hadn’t been for the Great War, I would never have gone to Camford University of Magical Scholarship. I would never have known it existed.


I was eleven when my brother went away to war. It was the October of 1914, the autumn after what everyone later called the last golden summer. It was an oversimplification, like most things, but I do remember those months as unusually perfect: the fields of our farm yellowed and dry under an endless blue sky, the ground already warm under my bare feet when I collected the eggs in the morning. Then all too soon the weather was cooling, the call for soldiers was ringing in the streets, and Mum was adamant that Matthew stay exactly where he was.


“Help me talk to her, will you, Clove?” he said, one evening in the barn. We were pitching hay from the loft; he kept his eyes on his work, and I couldn’t see his face. “Please. She listens to you.”


That was true back then, as much as Mum listened to anyone. Young as I was, I was the eldest daughter, and I was considered the brightest at our small village school. Recently, the schoolmistress had told my father she believed that in a few short years I could train as a teacher at a residential college. To my mother, who could barely read, that gave my opinions a grudging weight they shouldn’t have had.


“You don’t need her permission.” The truth was, I didn’t want him to go either. “She can’t stop you.”


“If she says I’m needed here,” he said, “I won’t go. You know that. But the war will be over in a few months. The farm will do fine without me until then. It might be the only chance I get to see the world. Besides, I should be out there. Everyone my age is going.”


They were, I knew that. Officially, Matthew was still too young, not quite seventeen, but many lads even younger lied about their age and signed up. I also knew the shame that would settle on him if he didn’t go with them—not just private shame, although that would poison him more surely, but public ridicule. The country was swept up in a wave of patriotism, and Pendle Hill was being carried away in the flood. I had already seen several young women in town handing out white feathers to any man who looked of combat-ready age, their eyes burning with silent resentment. Last Sunday the vicar had preached the honour of serving one’s country, and the usually dozing church had erupted into applause.


I had been caught in the surge of those words too. If I had been a boy and older, I would have gone with Matthew myself, gladly. I longed for new experiences just as he did, and in those days I had read far too many adventure stories to doubt the glory of battle. The trouble was, I couldn’t go, not even as a nurse. And all I could think of was my brother in some foreign field, alone.


“Do you really want to leave us?” I asked, and hated myself for sounding like a child.


“ ’Course not.” He stopped and looked at me properly for the first time. “You know I don’t. But I can’t be here while it’s going on. I just can’t.”


That, in the end, was what got me. Because however much I hated the thought of him going, the thought of what staying here would do to him was worse. I couldn’t bear watching him every day of the war, and then beyond it, wishing he was somewhere else, watching regret eat at him until he came to hate himself and us for keeping him here.


I loved all my siblings, but Matthew was mine. It was how the six of us divided up: Matthew and I, the two eldest; Marigold and Holly, the middle girls; Iris and Little John, the babies. The five years between us, the fact that I was closer in age to the middle girls than to him, never seemed to make a difference. Nor did the fact he was confident and fit and eternally optimistic where I was quiet and bookish and sceptical. We shared an older-sibling responsibility for our family, coupled with a burning curiosity about the world away from the farm, and we had muddled through both together since I was old enough to walk. Neither of us said this in as many words—I doubt we could have. It was just there between us, an unbreakable thread woven of work and laughter and childhood adventures and serious late-night conversations in the hayloft. In some strange way, it was really my permission he needed to go, just as I had needed his when I had confided to him, the year before, that I wanted to leave home at sixteen and train to be a teacher.


“All right,” I said. “I’ll talk to her.”


Matthew caught the train to London in October, a month before my twelfth birthday, and we didn’t see him for over four years.


Letters came often at first, sometimes spattered with dirt, sometimes scored through with the censor’s black lines, always cheerful, filled with allusions to alien places so exciting that I burned with envy and feared for his safety in one confused rush. We would write back telling him all our news, assuring him that we were fine without him, longing for him to come home soon.


Others came home, broken and scarred and hollow-eyed with fatigue, as the war stretched on long past the few months we had been promised, and the stories of horror began to trickle back with them. Matthew never did. Three times he was granted leave, and all three times he was too far away to make it to us. Twice he was hospitalised, first with pneumonia and then with a minor leg wound, and both times he was patched up and sent back up the line. The gaps between his letters widened, and the letters, when they came, soon said almost nothing at all. That hurt me a little, and frightened me a lot more. Matthew and I had always shared everything.


And then in August 1918, in what was to be the very last push of the war, we received a telegram telling us that he had been seriously wounded in action in Amiens. It was hard to know what to feel: relief, first and foremost, that the telegram had said wounded and not dead; terror that he may yet die; a wrench of the stomach to think of my elder brother, daring and mischievous and invulnerable, lying in pain in a filthy field hospital somewhere I couldn’t even picture clearly in my head. France. All I knew about it were the bald facts I had learned in geography, and most of those would have been torn up by war long ago.


The next few months were long, anxious stretches of holding our breaths, punctuated by occasional gasps of air. One breath: a letter from Matthew, three weeks after the telegram, a short scrawled promise that he was alive and doing much better. We knew nothing more—whether he had been sent back to his unit or was coming home or had died the very next day. Another breath, or a sob of relief: The war was finally over, and there was to be no more fighting. There was dancing in the streets, and tears, and celebration mixed with terrible grief. But the soldiers wouldn’t be home for weeks, we were told, even months, and however many letters I wrote, we could learn no news of my brother. One day he had been well enough to write, and that was all we had to cling to.


That winter the Spanish flu came in a greater wave than before, and it reached our house. For a time it seemed we might lose my little brother and sister as well. They were spared, in the end. It took my father. He died just before Christmas, never knowing what had become of his eldest son.


It wasn’t until January 1919 that we heard a knock at the door. Standing on our doorstep was a small man, fair-haired, with horn-rimmed glasses and a round, anxious face that cleared at the sight of my mother.


“Ah! Mrs. Hill?” His voice was soft, with a Queen’s English accent that had formed far from a muddy Lancashire sheep farm. “Please forgive the intrusion. My name is Samson Truelove Wells—I served with your son. May I have a word?”
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It was there, seated around our heavy kitchen table nursing tea in chipped cups, that we heard for the first time about the magical world that lurked in the corners of our own—the world of mages and scholars, of hedgewitches and spellbooks and old Families. We learned, at the same time, that Matthew hadn’t been struck by a bullet or a shell, but by a faerie curse.


“It should never have happened,” Mr. Wells said. Beneath his glasses and refined accent, he couldn’t have been more than in his early twenties—Matthew’s age. But I was sixteen, I hadn’t seen Matthew in years, and that seemed old to me. “Magic is a carefully kept secret and always has been. That was made very clear at the start of this war, and for that reason we were all strongly discouraged from signing up. Any mage who wanted to take to the battlefield, on either side, had to swear to never use magic in public, even at the cost of his own life. Nobody, though, was prepared for those battlefields. Most young men don’t have it in them to die rather than break a promise to an authority that doesn’t care. Things slipped out. And on that day, at Amiens, somebody opened a faerie door. That’s difficult magic under the best of circumstances, and it went very wrong. The faerie broke free, and it killed men on both sides. Matthew was one of those hit by its curse. Thank God, I got to him in time.”


“Are you his superior officer?” my mother asked cautiously. I think she still hadn’t taken in the full measure of what he was saying. She was only wondering why a young man who was so clearly a gentleman cared if her son lived or died.


“Oh no.” Mr. Wells understood the question perfectly. “I was a private—I enlisted three years ago. I could have bought a commission, I suppose, but I didn’t want to lead. Being what I was, too, I thought it better to keep my head down. Your son and I came through the Somme together. He had been out there longer, even though he was a year younger than I was, and he looked after me, always. And so, when I could, I looked after him. Fortunately, I did an assignment on faerie curses at Camford in my first year, before I signed up. I performed the counter-curse before it reached his heart, inexpertly I’m afraid, but he’s safe, and he’ll be coming home to you as soon as he’s permitted. First, though, I need to warn you—to tell you. To explain to you about our world.”


If we’d been in London or even Manchester, among the well-read and well-informed, we might have heard whispers of it before. Magic, it seemed, had been practiced for centuries. It was a closely guarded secret, passed down through families yet forbidden to outsiders. Even so, history was full of moments when things had leaked out, odd miracles and happenstances and glimmers of spellcraft. There had never been more than in the last four years: platoons disappearing into midair, birds summoning help for injured men, nurses who could heal when all hope seemed impossible, deaths that couldn’t be explained. The Great War had torn everything apart; it stood to reason it would tear those veils of secrecy too. As Mr. Wells had said, battlefields were no place for half-hearted promises, and trenches left little room to hide. Perhaps, too, this war had been better documented than those before it, with photographs and shaky camera footage bringing unthought-of images home. Nothing damning, but enough to spook the Families. And the incident at Amiens had more than spooked them. It had been an unprecedented disaster, and they were adamant that it should never happen again.


We barely grasped most of this at the time. It was all startling and impossible coming from Mr. Wells’s lips—the magical Families, the rules, the secrecy. What I grabbed at and held to, as a drowning person might clutch at a branch, was that Matthew was coming home, and all things considered, he was safe. I had been the eldest child in the house through four years of war and all that had come with it, and I hadn’t done that without holding firm to the belief that as long as we were alive there was nothing that couldn’t be fixed. Matthew was alive, and that was what mattered. I heard everything Mr. Wells said about the curse, and it didn’t faze me. He was going to be all right. I was going to make sure of it.
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He wasn’t all right. I could see that as soon as he stepped off the train.


It had been six months since he had been hurt, and he had spent them under lock and key in the care of the Families in France, half patient, half prisoner. I don’t know if it was that or the years of war that had come before it that had whittled him so thin and pale, that had chiselled new lines at the corners of his eyes and between his brows, that had taken the light from his eyes and from his smile even as both kindled at the sight of us. Either way, it shocked me, and the shock never quite faded. When it was my turn to embrace him, I clung to him, his uniform coarse against my cheek, and felt the weakness in his left arm as he held me. The younger children hung back, shy and a little awed. Even Holly and Mary barely remembered him now, and John and Iris had been babies when he left.


“All right?” he asked as we parted, and his voice at least hadn’t changed. “Jesus, Clover, you’re nearly as tall as I am. When did that happen?”


“You tell me,” I said, and hoped my own voice sounded as steady. “You’re the one who shrank.”


He laughed, but I wished I hadn’t said it.


We saw the damage soon enough that evening. He still needed a hand to shrug off his jacket and shirt in those days, and beneath it we could see the wound the curse had left. I understood then why the Families had been worried—it looked like nothing that could have been inflicted by man or machine. The entire shoulder was withered and cracked and hard like the grey-white bark of a tree. It started just below the collar bone and crept out in dark fingers across his chest and down his arm and up toward his throat. I knew with sickening certainty that it had been reaching, in true fairy-tale fashion, for his heart.


“Does it hurt?” Iris asked, wide-eyed. I didn’t have to.


“A bit,” he conceded. “It’s getting better. It’s nothing,” he added firmly, seeing Mum’s face. “I’m lucky to be alive to feel anything at all.”


He meant it, I know. But it was difficult to remember that, as the days turned into months and it never did get better. With our father so recently dead and our mother fully occupied with children and housework, the bulk of the farming fell squarely on him. And the farm was struggling worse than ever in the wake of years of war and sickness. I tried to help all I could, but he made this difficult by insisting that I go back to school. I had quietly not returned after that horrible Christmas, telling myself the farm and my family needed me, trying not to feel as though my future was being ripped away and nobody noticed or cared. Matthew noticed, and he wouldn’t have it.


“You’re going to go to train as a teacher,” he said when I protested. “I didn’t fight a bloody war to come home and watch you wither away here.”


So I went back to school. I told myself that Matthew wanted it, that I needed to be learning again, that being a teacher would help my family, and all those things were true. It was also true, though, that with my father dead and my brother half a stranger and home so grey and miserable, I longed to leave more than ever. I hated feeling it, I was wretchedly guilty every time I did, and yet I needed there to be more to life than this. There was a shortage of teachers after the war, as there was of so much else, and my chances of being accepted into a training college looked hopeful as long as I worked hard.


I studied every spare second I could. I learned geometry and poetry and the kings and queens of England; after school, for an hour, the schoolmistress gave me extra lessons in Latin and ancient Greek. Then I came home in time to help my mother make supper, and watched my brother grow more frustrated every time he came in. I learned to tell the good days when his shoulder was a dull ache he could ignore, the bad days when every unexpected movement made him wince before he could hide it, the very worst days when he could barely move it at all, and I hated having to learn it more than any lesson school had ever given me. I hated watching pain and worry wear away at him, drip by drip, like water on stone. I hated watching him be brave, knowing he’d already had so much practice at it.


The worst part, though, was the midnights.


The midnights were what Mr. Wells had come to warn us about in person—what we needed to understand and Matthew couldn’t explain except as second-hand information. On certain nights of the year, the nights of the old pagan festivals when faerie magic was at its strongest and mages would traditionally work their spells, Matthew would lose his mind.


“In the most literal sense of the word,” Mr. Wells explained, his round blue eyes serious behind their spectacles. “He won’t be himself anymore. It will last from sundown to sunup, give or take, so you’ll need to be ready. During that time, he must be bound—with silver, preferably, though never underestimate a good, sound rope. He’ll talk to you, implore you, threaten you, try everything in his power to convince you to release him. You mustn’t listen. Keep the door closed, block your ears if you have to. Don’t let him go, even for a second. He’ll overpower you.”


“What will happen if he does?” I asked, my throat dry.


“You’ll lose him,” Mr. Wells said bluntly. “The fae are always trying to steal human bodies—they can’t survive long in the human world without them. That curse will do everything in its power to deliver Matthew to the nearest faerie door. If he made it through, the fae would claim him for their own. The doors are locked now, so that’s impossible, but …”


He broke off, looking away for the first time. I had been through a war too. I knew what that meant.


“Your people will kill him, won’t they?” I said. “The Families.”


My mother stiffened beside me, and Mr. Wells sighed.


“Don’t think too badly of them,” he said. “They’re very scared right now—both of exposure and of faerie magic. If he tried to get to the doors, out of his mind with a faerie curse, they would kill him on sight. You must understand, nonmagical people struck by faerie curses are supposed to die. I’m in a good deal of trouble for saving him in the first place, and a good deal more for using my family’s influence to push for him to be returned to you. That’s why it’s absolutely imperative that he be kept safe on those nights. It will be terrible, I can’t deny that. Nevertheless, you must promise me.”


He might have been talking to my mother. I was the one who nodded, though, and so his gaze shifted to me.


“I will help if I can,” he said. “I promise. Anything I can do, you need only to ask.”


But Mr. Wells had left the house before Matthew returned, and he never saw him. We had to struggle with it on our own. And it was every bit as bad as Mr. Wells had said.


It was strange and sickening to tie him up, the first time. It was the night of the spring equinox—Ostara, on the calendar Mr. Wells had given us. We had no silver—the very idea was ridiculous—so we used ropes and chains with heavy padlocks, and shut the doors and windows tight for good measure.


“Go on,” Matthew said, when he noticed me hesitating. He sounded calm, but I could read the set of his jaw and the way his eyes never quite met ours. He hated every second of this. “I can’t remember what happens on these nights, but I’ve seen the state of the room the next day. You can’t take any chances.”


So we tied him to his bed, in the narrow attic room he had to himself, and at his insistence, we stepped out and locked the door behind us. Mum told me to go to bed; I wouldn’t. The two of us sat outside on the stairs all night, not speaking, even when Matthew started to call for help.


They were quiet at first, those cries. His voice came, plaintive, asking if we were still there. We didn’t answer. Mr. Wells had warned us it was better not to.


“It’s all right,” my brother’s voice said. “I don’t think it’s happening tonight. You can let me go. Mum? Clover? Is anyone there?”


We still didn’t answer. Mr. Wells had warned us of that too.


The calls escalated over the night. The pleading note deepened, then turned to anger. He begged us by name, then he threatened. By midnight the screams had started. Mum gripped my hand in her hard bony fingers, and I gripped back just as tight. The night seemed to last a thousand years.


I only made one mistake. It was almost dawn, the black around us beginning to lighten with the faintest hint of grey. My eyes were gritty, my bones hollow with fatigue. The voice behind the door had been quiet for over an hour. I was half dozing when it came again.


“Clover?” Matthew’s voice was soft, almost a whisper. “Are you there?”


I sat up, blinking, rubbing my eyes hurriedly with the heel of my hand. A quick glance beside me revealed that Mum had fallen asleep, leaning against the wall.


“Clover,” the whisper came again. “It’s all right. It’s over now. I’m back. You can come let me out.”


It looks so obvious, set down on paper. I knew, really, what was speaking. In that hazy half-asleep hour, though, the world all shadows and uncertainties, I doubted what I knew. It sounded so like Matthew; curses and enchantments were such a new idea to us all. And what if it was him? I think, in the end, that was what caused me to get to my feet and creep to the door. What if it really was him—had been him all night, begging us for help, and we had been ignoring him?


“Clover,” he said. “Please. Please let me out.”


That please was the last straw. I pushed the door open.


The predawn haze through the window gave just enough light to see. My brother’s body half sat, half lay on his bed, as upright as the ropes and chains would allow. He was not inside it. The familiar lines of his face had sharpened, shifted, contorted; when he smiled, it was a baring of teeth that chilled my stomach. He raised his head, and his eyes glinted.


“It’s all right,” the thing said with my brother’s mouth, while that strange light gleamed in his eyes. “Come here.”


I slammed the door shut and slid the bolt home so fast the hem of my dress caught in the gap. The fabric tore as I yanked it in a blind panic, leaving a small scrap of yellow caught against the wood. On the other side of the door, I could hear the faerie-thing chuckling.


I sat there on the stairs, shaking, fighting back tears as Mum dozed beside me. It truly was magic that gripped my brother. I understood it then for the first time, and my world, already in fragments, began to take on a new and terrible shape.
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The following night, while my family slept, I carefully crept downstairs to the kitchen. The last embers of the stove were still burning, enough to see to light a candle. I sat at the table and carefully laid out a piece of string with a knot in the middle.


Mr. Wells had shown me the spell right at the end of his visit, almost as an afterthought. I had followed him out to the gleaming motorcar waiting on our driveway, ready to point out the shortcut back to the main road.


“Can anyone do magic?” I asked, right before he got in. “Or only people like you?”


“Anyone, in theory,” he said. “Spells are simply a word and a gesture, very precisely performed. It’s more difficult for anyone outside the Families, though. Something to do with blood.”


“I could learn, though?”


“Slowly, with great effort. You wouldn’t be able to do very much.” He hesitated, looking at me with mingled guilt and doubt, then dipped into his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief.


“Here.” It was the first time I noticed the silver ring on his left hand, though I didn’t know then what it was. “Watch closely.”


He tied the handkerchief in a loose knot and held it out in the palm of one hand. Then he passed the other hand over it with a twist of his fingers almost too rapid to see, and whispered, “Bebind.”


I felt a shiver in the air, like a breath of wind in the dark—nothing more. Mr. Wells must have seen my sceptical expression, because his mouth twitched as he handed me the handkerchief.


“There,” he said. “Try to untie that. You’ll find you can’t. It’s a simple charm, one that renders a knot unbreakable. If you could master it, it might help with the midnights.”


I tugged at the knot experimentally, then tried to unpick it with my fingers. He was right. It was stuck as fast as if it had been glued. As magic went, it wasn’t spectacular, but it was the first I’d ever seen. My heart quickened.


“Show me how the fingers go again?” I asked.


Now, at the kitchen table late at night, I tried myself. I joined my right index finger and my ring finger together and made the small, tight circle Mr. Wells had shown me; I whispered the Old English word over the knot. It didn’t take, of course. I hadn’t expected it to. There were a thousand variables—the size of the circle, the pitch of the whisper, the tension in the muscles. The only sure way to learn it was to do it right once, find the feel of it, and keep trying to replicate it until it was perfect.


I tried again. And again. By the end of the first hour my fingers ached and my throat was sore. I kept trying. I wasn’t afraid anymore.


It truly was magic that held my brother. As terrifying as it was, that meant one important thing: Magic was real. It was real, and that meant that things could be fixed after all. Matthew was cursed—curses, every fairy tale told me, could be broken. I could break it, whatever it cost.


It meant another thing too. It meant that I could learn magic. And that, though I hardly dared to think it, was a doorway to more than just teaching. That opened a whole new world.
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By the end of the summer, I was ready.


Anything I can do, you need only to ask. Mr. Wells had said that, and even though he’d never come back, I knew that he had meant it. I found his address in the drawer where Mum kept old correspondence from her relatives. I wrote to him that very night, short and businesslike, assuring him that nothing was wrong but I had a personal favour to ask of him the next time he chose to visit the house. A week or so later a letter came back from him, expressing his regret that he would be unable to visit in the foreseeable future. He would, however, be doing some business nearby in two weeks, if I wouldn’t mind travelling to meet him for lunch. Enclosed in the envelope was a round-trip train ticket to Manchester.


Mum wasn’t at all sure. I don’t know what bothered her more—the magical world, or the idea of me travelling to the city by myself to meet a man we barely knew. It was my turn to appeal to Matthew to convince her, trying to suppress the guilty memory of where my efforts on his behalf had put him. He managed it, too, though he came out shaking his head with the same half-mischievous, half-chagrined air I remembered from the time I was ten and he had taken me with him into the pub on Friday night.


“Don’t push her too far, all right?” he said. “You have to remember how this place can be about witchcraft.”


Our farm wasn’t far from Pendle Hill, where twelve people were accused of witchcraft during the Lancaster Assizes in 1612. Superstition clung to the hill like shreds of cobweb—it was the site of visions and visitations, encounters with fae and with devils. I knew even then that most of it had little to do with real magic, only fear. Still, I took Matthew’s warning to heart. With my mother, fear was almost as dangerous as a curse, and just as inconvenient.


I had been to Manchester only a handful of times in my life, and never since the war. It startled me: its size, its redbrick solidity, its rattlings and its shouts and its smoke. It seemed in a constant state of construction, exciting and chaotic all at once. The restaurant to which Mr. Wells escorted me was startling in a different way. It was sleek and white and modern, its marble-and-glass interior defying the city outside to smudge it. We sat on plush chairs at a window overlooking the retail district, and I knew that whatever would be put in front of me would cost enough to feed my family for a week.


Mr. Wells looked the same as he had those few months ago—a little rounder and better rested, perhaps, with his suit sitting more comfortably on his shoulders. He apologised for making me come out to the city. It was, he said, difficult for him to get time away from his work, and I knew at once that he was lying without knowing why.


I decided to come out with it quickly. “You told me you learned how to counter faerie curses at a university,” I said, after the waiter had given us our soups and left. “A magic university.”


“Camford,” he confirmed. “Or the Cambridge-Oxford University of Magical Scholarship, to give its proper title.”


The name bewildered me momentarily. “Is it at Oxford or Cambridge?”


“Neither. Both. Very few people know where Camford itself is situated. Wales, possibly, or Scotland. It’s a closely kept secret—most of the magical universities are the same. There are two doors, one at Oxford and one at Cambridge. You pass through one or the other to get there.”


I nodded, as if this was the kind of information I received every day. “And it’s where people like you go to learn magic?”


“It’s where most of the sons of magical Families go when they turn eighteen or so, yes. Most learn very little there, it must be confessed, but it’s the custom, and some do stay on to be scholars. I didn’t graduate myself. I left after my first year to sign up, and I couldn’t face going back. Why?”


“I want to go there,” I said. “Camford. I want to learn magic. I want to be a scholar.”


“Ah.” He had just raised his spoon; he set it down and touched the napkin to his mouth on reflex. “May I ask why?”


“Many reasons.” He kept waiting, cautious and courteous. “First and foremost, because Matthew needs help. He can’t keep living like this. It isn’t fair.”


Mr. Wells’s face tightened, as at some sudden pain. “Has he said that?”


“No, of course not. I do. I see what he’s going through every day. And he isn’t the only one, is he? There were others struck by faerie curses in that battle.”


“There were,” he agreed, still cautious. “Very few are still alive, however, and it won’t happen again. The Families across Europe made an accord after the war—no more faerie magic. The doors between our world and faerie country have been locked for good. Too little, too late, but still …”


“But still,” I countered. I hadn’t known that, of course, but I was determined not to remind Mr. Wells just how little I knew. I was afraid, in an abstract way, that it would put him off helping me to learn more. “It doesn’t help Matthew. And that’s what I want to do. If he were injured in the usual fashion, I might train to be a doctor or a chemist. That won’t be of any use in this case. He needs magic.”


“He does, I agree. But—forgive me, I don’t mean any offence. I just want to be clear. I’m not sure he needs magic from you. I’m not sure such a thing would even be possible.”


It was no less than I had expected, yet it still stung. I drew a deep breath, making sure none of the hurt found its way to my voice. “Mr. Wells—”


“Sam,” he interrupted. “Please. I grew used to ‘Private Wells’ in the army. Mr. Wells sounds peculiar.”


“Sam,” I amended. “You did tell me, when you first came, that anyone could learn magic. I know people from outside the magical Families would never normally attend Camford—”


“I wouldn’t say never,” he interrupted, yet again. Normally I would grit my teeth at that; from Sam, though, it didn’t feel dismissive. I could see he was ill at ease, and he was one of those people whose tongue runs away with them in such times. “There have been cases of people discovering our secret, just as you have, and attempting the entrance exam. Some have succeeded. Never a woman, though. There are few women scholars at Camford even from the Families. It’s a stuffy old place at times, very set in its ways. It’s expensive, too, like any prestigious university.”


I appreciated the delicacy. He must have known we were poor as church mice. “Don’t they have scholarships? Other universities do.”


“Well, yes. Most of them are for postgraduate study, though—prizes. The top five graduating students in each year, for instance, receive the Merlin Scholarship, and that pays their way through a doctorate. The only scholarships to enter Camford at first year are hardship benefits, and they’re rarely claimed. Most magical Families are wealthy, or at least would rather not attend at all than admit they weren’t.”


“I’m not wealthy,” I said. “And I don’t mind admitting it.”


That wasn’t quite true—I had a healthy degree of pride, as well as trepidation at the thought of how such people might look upon someone like me. I wouldn’t let it stop me, though.


“It isn’t so simple. They don’t give such scholarships out of the goodness of their hearts. It would require you to not only pass the entrance exam but pass among the very top.”


“I’d be one of the few who were truly trying, if magical Families are so wealthy.”


“They won’t need to try to outperform you. You don’t understand. Anyone can learn magic, Miss Hill, there’s no denying that. The truth is, though, those from outside the Families find it very difficult. I don’t know why—nobody does—but for some reason, if it isn’t in the blood—”


“I learned the spell you showed me.” I thought it was only fair I took my turn to interrupt. “The binding spell.”


That made him pause, curious, on the edge of sceptical. “Show me?”


I glanced around the restaurant, at the people eating their food and laughing.


“Oh, it’s quite safe,” Sam assured me, following my gaze. “This is a Family restaurant. You probably didn’t notice the spell I performed at the door before we came in? If I hadn’t done it, this would have opened to a very old-fashioned shoe store. We can do any magic we like without breaking the code of secrecy.”


“Nobody else seems to be.”


He laughed pleasantly. “Why would they? I daresay there’s some magic being employed in the kitchens. Everyone here is busy eating. Here.” He took up the cloth napkin in front of him, tied it in the middle, and slid it across the table to me. “Bind that, if you don’t mind. I’d like to see it.”


I tried to make it look simple, effortless, as though magic came as naturally to me as breathing and not at all as though I had practiced for hours every night for months until my voice was hoarse and my hands cramped and my head throbbed. I was so nervous that my fingers were stiff and clumsy, and I feared my voice had trembled at the wrong moment. It felt as though my future were hanging on that one incantation, the only one I knew.


Sam picked up the napkin, tugged it experimentally. His eyebrows rose above his spectacles.


“That’s very good,” he said. “Impeccable. You must understand, though, the students from Families have been doing magic since they were children.”


“I’ll keep up, I promise.” Hope flared in my chest. He had sounded impressed. “I’ll work as hard as I need to.”


“I believe you, truly. I’m simply trying to make you understand how hard that will need to be, and that even your hardest might not be enough. Do you really want to go down this path, considering?”


“I want to help my brother,” I said.


“I do understand that.” I saw that flash of pain across his face again. “But scholars have been working on faerie curses for a long time. Believe me, if anything new is discovered, I’ll make it available to you straight away. It’s unlikely, though, to come from—”


“Me,” I finished, when he looked awkward. “A woman from a nonmagical family. Nobody special.”


“Clover, believe me, I have heard all about you from your brother,” Sam said. “I know you’re special. I know all of you are. Still, the lack of experience and the, well, the advantage one gets from magical blood …”


“Perhaps I am unlikely to help Matthew,” I said, because I could get nowhere by arguing. “Even so, I want to learn magic.”


“Why?” he repeated. “Let’s set Matthew aside for a moment. Suppose it transpires that your brother can’t be helped, that however hard you study, you will make no material difference to his condition. Would you still want it?”


“Yes.” The answer came so swiftly I surprised even myself. “More than anything.”


“Because … ?”


“Because I’ve lived my entire life wanting to get away from my home and learn about the world.” The words came easily in the end, the ones I had never planned to say. The ones I had been ashamed to admit to, lying in bed late at night in a house filled with dearly loved people who needed me. “I wanted to study to be a teacher because that was the only use I could see for education that didn’t feel selfish, that I could use to earn a living and help my family. We could never have afforded to send me to a real university, even if one would take me. But if I can pass the entrance exams to Camford near the top, then everything would be paid for. That’s right, isn’t it?”


“That’s right,” Sam said slowly. “If you passed near the top.”


“I can. I know I can. If I can learn Latin and Greek and geometry, I can learn magic. I proved that, didn’t I? I taught myself that spell on my own. And—”


“And?” Sam prompted gently when I hesitated.


“And I loved it.” I hadn’t meant to say that either. I wanted to appeal to his reason, to argue my case on its own merits. It just came from me, because it was true. “When it worked—when I did that—I’ve never felt anything like it before. Like the universe was pure light, and I could run it through my fingers and stir it about like water.” That was only a frustrating shadow of what I meant. When I looked at Sam, though, something in his face had shifted. “Do you understand?”


“I do,” he said simply. “Any of us would.”


I felt the bubble of hope grow stronger. “I know you’ve already saved Matthew’s life. You owe us nothing—”


“I owe your family everything.” This interruption I didn’t mind at all. “More than you know. Of course I’ll help if I can. You never know, after all. With the proper tutelage, you might learn a great deal in the next year or so. And I work for the Board of Magical Regulation now—I’ll ask around and see if I can dig up any scholarships that most won’t know about. We’ll give it our very best shot.” He hesitated. “How is your brother?”


“All right,” I said. “Tired. The last midnight was hard on him.” I wish I could say I didn’t know then what I was doing, and on some level I truly didn’t, but I wasn’t surprised when I saw Sam wince. I was more skilled at manipulation than I admitted, even then.


“I’ll help,” Sam repeated. “I promise.”


We finished our meal in silence broken only by pleasantries, and he walked me back to the train station afterwards. He offered to take me to the Manchester Museum, which I had never seen, but I explained I had to be home to help with the sheep at night.


“Why don’t you come and visit us?” I asked him on impulse. He seemed so wistful as the train pulled up, and he had been so kind. “Matthew hasn’t seen you since he was hurt.”


“Perhaps I will,” he said, and I knew that, for whatever reason, he wouldn’t. “Either way, you’ll certainly hear from me.”


Within a week, a letter arrived for me in the post. It gave me the name and address of a house about an hour on horseback from our farm, and told me a witch was expecting me.


She owes my family a debt, he said. Besides, I believe you’ve rather intrigued her. Her name is Lady Anjali Winter—her husband was killed in the war. If you go to study with her once a week, she’ll give you the benefit of her knowledge. She also has an extensive library, though you may find the books outdated. If by next summer she thinks you ready, you may sit the Camford entrance exam. Do let me know if there’s anything more I can do, and give my best regards to your brother.
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I did go to study with Lady Winter. I’ll have more to say about her later—at the time, I’m not sure I saw her properly, as scared and in awe and utterly focused on magic as I was. For an hour each week, she taught me basic spellcraft, theory, history, and folklore. In between lessons I practiced harder than I had ever practiced anything before. I immersed myself in books from her library, wrote essay after essay, tried spells over and over until I hit them perfect every time. I kept my eyes on my work, and I never looked up.


In the summer of 1920 I journeyed to Manchester again, this time to meet a red-faced, disgruntled mage and be ushered into a small room. One hour of writing and two of practical tasks later, red-faced myself now and wrung dry with exhaustion, I was informed that I could start at Camford in September, on full scholarship.









3


Camford. I realise I’ve come this far without describing it, but it’s difficult to know how. People say it resembles Oxford or Cambridge, which makes sense, given that centuries ago it was part of them. When Cambridge split from Oxford in the early thirteenth century, the magical department vanished to become its own institute. There was still a Camford staff member at each of those two universities, one to watch over each of the doors that led to Camford itself. The door that led from the Bodleian was still laughingly referred to as “the Oxbridge.”


The truth was, the first time I came to Oxford, that sunny afternoon in late September, I disliked it on sight. I had expected to love it—the spires, the cobbled roads, the ancient seats of learning. It represented knowledge to me. I had dreamed of it most of my life, long before I learned there was such a thing as magic or faerie curses. Matthew had found a photograph of it in an old magazine and framed it for my eleventh birthday, the year I had first confided in him I wanted to go to training college, and I had hung it on my wall alongside my print of Tennyson’s “Ulysses” and the watercolour of a clover my father had drawn for me when I was born. I had tried to fall asleep looking at those towers, hoping that in my dreams I would soar above them and find my place there as I never would in life.


But the Oxford I saw that first day, as I followed Sam to my new home, was not the one from my dreams. The greyscale of the photograph melted into bright sun, and in the light of it, those famous spires looked mildewed and yellow, in need of a good airing. The architecture, impressive as it was, somehow didn’t touch me with anything except rising disappointment. There were too many straight lines and trimmed lawns, too many signs forbidding entry; the buildings had a crumbling, fusty look, as though the place was calcifying. I’d come from slow-moving, rugged hills where little had changed for centuries; in my heart, I’d imagined post-war Oxford as bustling, brimming over with shiny new scholarship, at the brink of a changing world. Yet here I was, and it just looked weary and set in its ways, like an old man falling asleep at a heavy dinner.


“Imposing, isn’t it?” Sam asked, perhaps mistaking my silence for awe.


“Oh … yes,” I said, truthfully enough. It was imposing. It wanted everyone to know it had been important once. “Is—is Camford much like this?”


“Oh no,” Sam said vaguely. He was looking about him, my trunk in one hand. I had tried to stop him carrying it for me, until I realised that with a word he had made it feather-light while I would have been dragging a heavy case over cobbles. “Well, the architecture, perhaps. Buildings all look much alike to me. Now, where is that damn library? You’d think in a place where the streets don’t move …”


He was right. I knew it immediately the first time I crossed the Oxbridge, and I stepped forward with a rush of wonder and excitement and sheer relief. Camford was not like Oxford at all.


Did you ever see it? I hope you did. I hope you stepped through that peculiar little door in one of the many secret rooms of the Bodleian and felt the temperature drop a few degrees, the wind tease at your hair and clothes and your blood thrill in response, seconds before the sprawling campus filled your eyes. I knew at once that we were somewhere different, somewhere wilder and colder than the mannered countryside we had left, though there was no way of telling where it might be. A high stone wall surrounded it, and beyond those fortifications all that could be seen was mist and haze that persisted even in the brightest sun. The light had a pale, silvery quality, as though filtered through glass, and the breeze brought the smell of rain and stone and autumn leaves. The architecture within it was similar to Oxford and Cambridge, in that there were spires and towers and cobbled streets, but it was Oxford through an imperfect mirror. The stone was darker, a silvery grey with odd patches of brick where buildings had been added or repaired. A great domed building rose from the middle—I thought it might be a cathedral and learned later that it was the library. Everything else was crooked, rambling, haphazard. Buildings teetered; paths wound like unspooled thread; a river twisted through the centre, spanned by bridges at random. The doors, for no reason I’ve ever learned, were all blue.


Strangest of all, it was entirely overgrown with trees. Oak and ash and ivy entwined every inch—holding up the massive walls, peeking through the cobbles, bursting through every courtyard, impossibly green against the stone. If it hadn’t been for the students cycling down the pathways, laughing in the courtyards, it might have been a ruin left for a hundred years.


I had come looking for magic and possibility, and here it was. But there was something else here, too, something I had never felt before. History. Tradition. Beauty.


“Oh,” I said, completely and wholly inadequately. My heart had risen so far in my throat I thought I might cry.


“It might take you a while to find your way around,” Sam warned me, as if from a distance. “The pathways are tricky, especially with all the trees, and some of them move. You’ll get there in the end. Everyone does.”


I nodded, barely listening. In that moment, I knew I had done the right thing. I hadn’t been certain on the train, dressed in my stiff Sunday best, the warmth of my family’s embraces still fading from my body, everything familiar disappearing behind me while the world loomed ahead like a shadow. Magic, for God’s sake. I was Clover Hill, bright and hardworking and good at drawing but nothing special, and certainly not a witch. Who was I to force my way in here, where nobody wanted me? But looking at Camford opening in front of me like a story waiting to be read, I knew I needed to be here. This place, at least, the war had never touched. It had been battered by so many centuries of magic and scholarship, and it had weathered all those centuries unchanged. From here I could fix everything.
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Had it not been for that moment, the next week might have broken me.


Camford was a select university, five hundred students and a small staff. Of those staff, ten or so were on the Faculty (it was always capitalised, much like the Board, who governed magic in London, or the Families themselves, and I could hear those capitals whenever it was pronounced). The rest, as far as I could gather, were lecturers, librarians, custodians—it was a long time before I saw anyone who did the cooking and cleaning. For reasons of secrecy, everyone who worked or studied at Camford was housed on the campus; first-year undergraduates, even the few women, lived in a single building at the south corner known as Chancery Hall. All of them, apart from me, were Family.


I had known this before coming, of course. I hadn’t understood what it meant. On that first day, as Sam led me down the confusing labyrinth of crooked alleys and winding streets to Chancery, every nook and cranny teemed with young men in the most expensive suits I had ever seen. Sam left me standing in a high-ceilinged entrance hall while he rushed off to ask somebody about my lodgings, and I stood there with the old blue leather trunk Mum had dug out of the attic and watched a group of them by the stairs. My classmates. They had clearly just arrived, too, and yet they just as clearly all knew one another. They called out to each other by name, laughed at old jokes; one moved his fingers too fast to follow and shot a stream of water at another while the others howled with mirth.


I had never been shy at home. Solitary, perhaps—our farm was out in the middle of nowhere, and at school I was always too focused to make real friends, set on learning as much as I could in the short time I had. But I never had trouble speaking up if I had to; I had never worried about what anybody thought of me except the people I loved. It was different here. Whether because I had inherited Mum’s mingled wariness and awe of the wealthy or simply because I wanted to belong here as I never had before, the sight of these polished creatures talking and embracing in a sea of dark coats made me want to curl up and hide behind the nearest sofa.


One of them, a cheerful boy with red hair, caught sight of me and grinned. When I returned his smile, weakly, he peeled off from his classmates and came closer. “Hello. I don’t think we’ve been introduced. Justin Abbott. I saw you come with Sam. Are you related to the Truelove or the Wells clans?”


For a fleeting second, I wondered if I could pretend. Sam wouldn’t have minded. I could have claimed I was his cousin, from a distant branch in the north. I dismissed the idea almost at once. For one thing, my ring would have given me away. They all had them, like the one I had noticed around Sam’s finger the day we had met, and each was emblazoned with a Family crest. I had been given one too—they were enchanted with differing levels of access to Camford, so I would need it to pass through the gates and even my own room—but my crest was blank. I was a nobody, and it wouldn’t be long before they saw. Besides, I remembered, uncomfortably late, I wasn’t ashamed of my family. I wasn’t.


“No.” God, why did I sound so young and so provincial? “Sam’s a friend of the family. I’m Clover Hill.”


His face at once closed off and sharpened with curiosity, a nosy neighbour pulling the window shut yet still peeking around the curtain. “Oh,” he said, in a voice that made an effort to be pleasant. Behind him, a couple of his friends turned. “Oh, I see. We heard of you, of course. The scholarship witch.”


I didn’t know what to say, because I didn’t know what to feel. Was witch an insult here? It certainly sounded as though scholarship was.


Fortunately, Sam bustled back, faintly out of breath. “Your room is this way,” he said. “There’s a separate wing for female students. Oh, hello, Abbott. Have I interrupted something?”


“No,” Abbott said. “Not at all. It’s good to see you, Sam. How are things at the Board?”


“Oh, you know,” Sam said vaguely. “Boring. Excuse us, please.”


He turned to me as soon as we were alone, still moving at a rapid pace down a dark corridor. “He wasn’t being unkind, was he? Don’t pay attention. The Abbotts are meddling, inconsiderate snobs to a one. I went to Crawley with his brother, I know—”


“Sam!” I forced a smile and shoved him lightly, as though he were one of my own brothers. I hoped he couldn’t see my rising nerves. “I can take care of myself.”


“I’m sure of it. But—” He stopped, so suddenly I almost collided with him. “If anything goes wrong, or you want to come home, please call me, won’t you? I know what this place can be like.”


“I will.” I meant it. But I was also seventeen, and determined never to need to. “I promise.”


My room was on the ground floor, at the far end of the west wing. I’m sure most students would have found it small and uncomfortable. I, however, had always shared a much smaller room with Mary and Holly, the three of us trying to colonise space out of a clutter of old clothes and scuffed Victorian furniture. This bare room, with its blank cream walls and low rafters and window looking out to a paved courtyard, both thrilled and intimidated me. I couldn’t imagine ever being able to make a mark on it with the contents of my old trunk. That first night, I lay awake on the creaky mattress as light rain spattered the window and the shouts and laughter of young strangers drifted in, and panic and excitement battled for supremacy in my stomach.


By next morning, panic had won.


Sam had warned me that some of the Camford pathways moved; now, I could also tell you that some walls were false and required a spell to part, some staircases went nowhere, and the outer wall was constantly being made unsafe by the encroaching ivy. On that first day, I couldn’t have told you which hazard was which. I spent most of my morning lost, stumbling through mounting terror down streets that made no sense, bursting into lectures conspicuously late, sitting breathlessly in the front row trying to calm down as the lecturers outlined material I couldn’t understand and recommended books I hadn’t read. In the afternoon, I met my tutor, Everett Dalrymple: a bored, gawky-looking young doctoral candidate, with carefully combed dark hair and a tweed jacket that he probably thought made him look scholarly. I could tell at a glance that I was the last person he wanted to be assigned; later, I learned that I was punishment for some unfortunate remarks about the vice-chancellor, made while drunk at the end-of-year party. He greeted me pleasantly enough, and his cool disinterest warmed marginally when I outlined the authors I had studied. When I mentioned Agrippa and faerie curses, though, he snorted.


“Agrippa,” he said flatly. “Well, I don’t think you’ll find a use for him outside of specialist history courses, and then not until third year. Faerie magic is illegal now in any case. There aren’t even any books on it in the library, save in the archives.”


My heart sank. “I don’t want to summon a faerie,” I said, as reasonably as I could. “Only study counter-curses.”


“Those are off the curriculum too. Anything pertaining to the fae is strictly forbidden since the Accord. It’s a pity, I know. A friend of mine had to abandon his thesis because of it. After what happened at Amiens, though, well …”


I bit my tongue before I protested that my brother was at Amiens. It wasn’t widely known that a non-mage with a faerie curse was alive in the world, and Sam had warned me to be discreet.


“Leave faerie spells alone, Miss Hill,” Dalrymple said, “and Agrippa with it. You’ll find a new area of interest. If, of course, you stay past this year.”


The underlying threat didn’t trouble me. I was used to the idea of having to prove myself, and it didn’t occur to me, as it should have, that Dalrymple had the power to fail me whether I proved myself or not. But I was dismayed to find my reading was out-of-date, and the news that Camford wouldn’t support my studies into faerie magic crushed me. It seemed that as far as helping Matthew went, I might as well go home. I knew, in the part of my heart I tried to ignore, that I should consider doing exactly that. I could study magic without Camford, or at least I didn’t see how anyone could stop me. I could help my family best perhaps with no magic at all. And yet the idea sickened me. I wanted to stay, to learn, to succeed. It wasn’t only about magic now. Now I had seen Camford, I wanted nothing more than to belong to it.


It was perfectly obvious to everyone else, though, that I didn’t belong. Since I had spoken to Justin Abbott, every student in Chancery Hall ignored me. Their eyes slid over me with expressions ranging from kind embarrassment to pity to open contempt, as they might a beggar on the streets. If I asked them a question, they would answer briefly or pretend not to hear. They could have done so much worse, I know, yet part of me would have preferred open cruelty. I could have fought back against bullying. I could have told myself they were jealous or threatened. Instead, my existence was impolite and vaguely repulsive, like a sneeze. After a few hours of it, my skin would prickle and my stomach would tighten, as though I were wearing dirty clothes I couldn’t slough off.


By the end of that first week, I was spending every spare moment alone in the library, reading doggedly, trying to cram my head so full of new information there would be no room for doubt or fear or longing for my family. The library, at least, I could always find, standing as it did in the very centre of Camford, and its books welcomed me with open arms. I tried to tell myself I didn’t need anyone else.


It was in that state—miserable, homesick, fighting back despair with sheer stubbornness—that Alden found me and asked me what I was reading. Perhaps if I had been less unhappy, I might not have accepted his invitation to Stanford Corbett’s luncheon. Perhaps I might have thanked him politely but told him I had more reading to do. I still wonder, in the darkest and most sleepless hours of the night, what would have happened if I had. If it would have been better, after all, though I know it wouldn’t really.


It doesn’t matter, in the end. I went.
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When she first learned I would be going to Camford, all my mother had been able to focus on was the notion that I would be dining with wealthy students. The magical world was too far outside her knowledge; she neither understood it nor cared to. Class was real, and so was money, and she was determined I should be defeated by neither. Matthew and I had laughed, watching Mum frantically leaf through a book on the etiquette of cutlery she had borrowed from Miss Darby down at the village.


“Mum, she’s not there to mess about with salad forks.” Matthew was leaning against the kitchen door, arms folded. I was relieved to see the old playful glint dancing behind his eyes. “She’s there to learn magic. She’s a student now.”


“Students have to eat,” Mum said stubbornly. “And if she’s eating with the likes of the aristocracy, she needs to do it properly.”


I’d learned the salad forks, knowing it was her way of caring for me, fearing she might be right. So far, though I had dined in the student halls most nights, nobody had seemed to care greatly what fork I used or how I ate my soup. That luncheon with Alden was the first time I really, truly, dined with the wealthy students, at their invitation.


Stanford Corbett was a postgraduate with rooms on the second floor of Swan Tower. They were draughty and lavishly decorated and, on that day, already filled with students and scholars. The room brimmed over with them—young, red-faced men who laughed and pushed one another like workers at a tavern; well-dressed men tossing back champagne and snatching up little delicacies from the plates the servants carried; bored men already sitting at the long white table waiting for their food. My own stomach tightened, and I couldn’t at that moment imagine swallowing a bite.


“So many people,” I heard myself say, and immediately wished the ground to swallow me up. Honestly, I’d just felt that if I didn’t say something, anything, Alden would forget I was there at his side and leave me to the wolves.


“Too many,” Alden agreed, as if I’d said something astute and not very stupid. His eyes were scanning the crowd. “And too few with anything interesting to say. There’s Hero, thank God. Hero!”


At the fireplace, Hero Hartley turned from the small man with whom she had been conversing.


I had seen Hero already. She was difficult to miss. In a room filled with charcoal suits, Hero’s dress was white and gold and swept the floor, and there were white feathers in her rippling hair. The new fashion was for hair cut short and framing the face: Mum had cut mine herself before I’d left, using a faded sketch from a fashion magazine as a guide. I had secretly hoped, against all sense, that when it was done I would be transformed, no longer an awkward girl but a sharp, sophisticated young woman who had never brought ailing sheep inside in winter or heaved great bales of hay onto carts in the itchy, sticky heat of summer. It hadn’t worked, of course. When Mum had towelled my hair dry roughly and stood back, it had hung limp about my face, which seemed to have grown rounder and pinker as my hair had shrunk. It didn’t look like the fashion magazines at all. Hero didn’t look like the women in the fashion magazines either. She didn’t try to. Nor did she look like the few other women at Camford, who tended to dress soberly and practically, all felt hats and dark dresses. Her hair was long and deep chestnut, swept up in waves at the back of her head. She was tall, at least six feet, and in her heeled boots she rose a head above most of the men in the room. Her face was striking, cool and pale and oval-shaped—detached, I might have said, had it not been for the large dark eyes that glimmered with mischief. There was a sense of fun lurking beneath them that might be equally likely to turn on you or draw you in, and it invited you to try and see what you got.


They warmed as they fell on Alden, even as they brushed against me with curiosity. “Alden,” she said pleasantly. “How the devil are you?”


“Rather under the weather, actually,” he said.


“I’m not surprised, after last night. How much of it do you remember?”


“You’ll have to fill me in.” He took a fluted glass from a passing footman and motioned me forward. “Hero, may I present Clover Hill, the scholarship witch. Be gentle with her.”


Hero’s perfectly sculpted eyebrow shot up, and my stomach dropped. I had been snubbed too many times since I had come here not to recognise the signs. “What are you up to, Alden?”


“I thought you might like to meet one of your fellow female scholars,” he said innocently.


“Oh, I would. I’m delighted to meet her. I just can’t imagine that would occur to you.”


“She’s interesting. Not to mention clever.”


“I’m sure of that. But what about her is of interest to you, Alden Lennox-Fontaine? You have brains enough of your own, after all, and little enough to apply them to. She’s very pretty, but not in the way you’d notice.”


“I don’t have to be at this party, you know,” I interrupted. I tilted my chin determinedly, to hide the fact my face was burning. In that moment, I knew I didn’t belong here. It wasn’t just my family or my sex or my lack of wealth. Nobody wanted me here. I was short, plain, round, bespectacled, and my hair was wrong. Hero’s was too, technically, but she looked as though she’d done it on purpose. “Alden invited me. I could go.”


Hero turned her gaze on me properly for the first time, genuinely surprised. “Why would you want to do that?”


“You’ve hurt her feelings,” Alden said. He drained the glass and set it on the mantelpiece. “I told you to be gentle.”


“I do apologise.” Hero’s deep, cultured voice did sound sincere. “I’m used to this crowd, who have no feelings at all. I really am delighted to meet you.”


“She is,” Alden confirmed. “It’s me in whom she has no faith. I found her in the library reading Agrippa, Hero, does that satisfy you?”


A look passed between them, so quickly I might even have imagined it: a question and an answer when I couldn’t read either. Then it was gone, and Hero was smiling, amused.


“You and Agrippa. That does make things clear. She tolerated your ramblings, and your interest in her is that you believe she finds you interesting. He really isn’t, you know, darling.”


“I know.” I did my best to make my voice as careless as Hero’s. “But Agrippa is. He was hanged for black magic four hundred years ago, which is more interesting than anything that’s happened to anyone else in this room.”


Hero laughed, a generous, unfeminine laugh, not at all the kind Miss Darby in the village had told me was used in polite society. “Well done.”


“Don’t mind us,” Alden interjected. He was grinning too. “Quite apart from the fact it’s customary to talk nonsense at these sorts of gatherings, I did warn you that Hero and I were more or less brought up together. Her father and mine were cousins or at school together or saved each other’s lives in the Crimean or some combination thereof. She considers it her sworn duty to cut me down to size. You two will like each other, though. I can tell.”


“I’m so grateful for your opinion,” Hero said. “Please ignore him, Clover, and ignore me around him. Tell me about yourself.”


“There’s not much to tell,” I said awkwardly. “My family have a sheep farm not far from Pendle Hill—”


“Not that sort of thing. I’ve found that out already, from other people. You’re the only student here not Family, which is very clever of you considering you’re not supposed to know we exist, but I’m sure everyone involved was punished or pardoned ages ago. What’s your specialty?”


“I don’t know yet.” My heart unfurled just a little. I wasn’t quite ready to mention my interest in faerie curses, though. “I tested about the same on all the different branches of magic in the entrance exam.”


“Which is very strong, presumably. No wonder they had to let you in.”


“What about you?” I meant to ask after Hero’s specialty. She misunderstood.


“Oh, there was no way they would ever have been able to keep me out. Even if they hadn’t decided to let women matriculate this year, which by the way is about bloody time, they haven’t been able to really stop us coming for the last thirty years—not if we have money and brains, and I have both. My father might have stopped me by refusing to pay, admittedly. Fortunately he’s an indulgent old thing when the mood takes him.”


“And mine doesn’t much care if I live or die,” Alden added. “You can imagine what we got up to in our youth.”


“Our youth?” The eyebrow went up again, but now I could better see the fondness behind it. “What are we in now, our twilight years? We aren’t all suffering the effects of the night before, you know.”


“I’m glad to hear it.” He rubbed his neck and winced. “Well, I hope you bright young things will allow this elderly gentleman to escort you to the table. Corbett will throw a tantrum if we avoid him much longer. After all, he’s paying for the food.”


It was at that luncheon that I tasted quail’s eggs for the first time, and caviar, and wine that was worth hundreds of pounds a bottle. (One bottle, at least. The rest of it, Hero assured me, was decidedly second-rate.) It was there that I received my first polite nods and small talk from upper-class accents, bathed as I was in the glow of Alden’s and Hero’s approval. It was there where I first saw magic fly freely across a table, in the manner of those who had been brought up with it and had never considered it a privilege. It was there, too, that I met Edmund Gaskell.


I had seen Edmund once or twice, always sitting in the lecture theatre alongside Hero and Alden. He had caught my attention only because he seemed so drab and awkward next to their golden loveliness, rarely talking, his head bent to his papers as though trying to disappear. When I found myself sitting beside him at the table, with Hero on the other side, I was struck mostly by how sorry I felt for him.


“I never know what to do at things like this,” he confided to his plate, in little more than a whisper. The Yorkshire burr was even stronger in his voice than it had been in Alden’s—not common, like mine, but a little countrified. “Alden and Hero bring me along. I just sort of eat the brussels sprouts and leave as soon as I can.”


“Do you like brussels sprouts?” I was grasping desperately for conversation. To my surprise his face lit up. It was a thin, anxious, gentle face: attractive, in its own way, had it been stronger and less sallow against his dark brown hair. The remnants of acne at his jawline didn’t help, nor did the fact his eyes never lingered on anything longer than a second.


“I grow brussels sprouts.” He almost tumbled over his words in eagerness. “They’re a beautiful vegetable. They have all kinds of magical properties, you know, that most people would never expect. Not cooked, of course. Cooked they just taste nice.”


“Are you a botanist?” I was genuinely curious now. Spells to do with plants were usually practiced by hedgewitches, not scholars. It was soft magic: its curses imprecise, its healing powers too difficult to distinguish from traditional medicine. There was an optional botany paper, and I was taking it, but even the lecturer had made it very clear that it wasn’t something to pursue seriously.


“No—well, yes, I suppose. Not in the usual sense.” His eyes met mine for the first time. They were unexpectedly beautiful: the blue grey of a winter sky on the moors. “I believe that plants have a natural connection to magic, you see, Miss Hill, one that we can channel in all sorts of different ways.”


His enthusiasm was infectious. “What sort of ways?”


“Well, for starters, you mentioned botanists. Hedgewitches use plants to heal all the time. Their techniques have never been properly studied. It’s seen as mundane rather than magical science. But what if, instead of the plants themselves possessing healing properties, some actually draw on magical energy in the same way we do when we cast spells?”


“It would be fascinating,” I said, sincerely. “If it were true.”


“There’s been some work done on it,” he said. “I hope to do more myself, one day. Though the Faculty doesn’t approve.”


It made me think of Alden and his interest in Agrippa, and inadvertently my eyes drifted to where he sat across the table. He was talking to an older student with a ginger moustache, his fingers curled around a glass while his fork lay untouched beside his plate. The glint from the library was in hiding, but I thought I could see it still behind his eyes, and in the corner of his smile.


Edmund mumbled something beside me, and I wrenched my gaze back to him with a pang of guilt. “I’m sorry?”


“I said,” he repeated, “I do like your name awfully.”
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“Did you have a good time?” Alden asked me afterwards. I had lingered by Hero uncertainly, not wanting to leave until I had spoken to him again but not wanting to approach him directly. He might have forgotten all about me. I was far too relieved he hadn’t.


“It was interesting,” I said honestly. “I’d never had that kind of food before. And Edmund was very nice.”


“Oh, you spoke to Eddie? He’s mad as a box of chairs, isn’t he? Brilliant, though.” He checked his watch. “Listen, I have a very tiresome party to go to in a few hours, and before that I desperately need to lie down and sleep away the last of last night, but in between that nap and that party, may I stop by the library and see you for a rational talk about Agrippa? Say seven?”


“I—yes. Yes, that would be fine.” I usually had dinner then, but I wouldn’t have said that for the world. Besides, I would be full now from the luncheon. “Yes, I’m sure I’ll be somewhere around where we met.”
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