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For my wife, Katie, who heard twenty different versions of this story, all with different character names, and patiently listened every time I came in the room and said, “Hey. Can I read you something?”






PROLOGUE

For a few seconds Ren stood there, bent over, her chest heaving. Even the smallest motion threatened to rock her stomach. She waited until she was certain she wasn’t going to throw up again. Then she pulled her scarf up over her nose and turned back to face the dark scene.

Timmons looked like a dying flower. She was kneeling in the dirt, face buried in her hands, her entire body shaking uncontrollably. Theo stood with one hand pressed to the base of a giant tree, struggling to keep his feet. He’d turned his back to them. Anything to avoid looking at what was lying on the forest floor between them. Ren’s eyes skipped over that same spot.

She looked at Avy instead. He was on his back, staring up at the thick canopy. His chest rose and fell, and she remembered he’d been hit by a stunner before the portal spell activated. Likely its effect had amplified. She suspected the magic felt like a two-ton anvil now.

Only Cora remained calm. Of course. The medical student would know what to do when everyone else was panicking. Ren watched her navigate through the maze of bone-thick roots. She knelt down to take vitals and announced unhelpfully, “He’s dead.”

Those words finally brought the image back into focus. Ren couldn’t ignore it now. Clyde Winters was sprawled at a strange angle on the forest floor—and he looked very, very dead. Cora was fishing through her bag. She unpacked a small medical kit. The sound of her tools clinking together finally forced Theo to turn around. He wiped his mouth with one sleeve.

“Knock it off. That’s an heir of House Winters. He’s not a test cadaver.”

Cora paused in the middle of her preparations. Even though the forest was thick with shadows, Ren saw the girl’s expression clearly. She looked like she wanted to tell Theo that was exactly what Clyde was now. Instead she offered a begrudging nod.

“You’re right. It’s just… unlike any death I’ve ever seen… knowing the cause.…”

Ren saw the sharpness in Theo’s expression. She decided to intervene.

“Not now, Cora. We need to figure out where we are first.”

Avy finally sat up. He blinked a few times. When he saw Clyde’s body on the ground, both hands went up defensively. “I… I didn’t do that. I swear! There’s no way.…”

For some reason his denial dragged Timmons back into the conversation.

“I told you not to do magic in there. Look at that. Look what happened to him!”

Avy shook his head. “I didn’t even cast a spell. That’s what I’m saying. It couldn’t have been me. I didn’t use any magic.…”

There was a moment of silence. No retching or heaving or sobbing. It was just long enough for the forest to press in around them like a shadow. A sharp breeze stirred the branches, clacking them together like spears. Ren heard dying birdsong and the distant shuffling of larger creatures. The group looked around, unnerved. The quiet was a reminder that this place—wherever they were—was also a threat to them. She’d never felt so exposed. It didn’t help that one of them was already dead. That thought was followed by a darker one.

And one of us killed him.
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Wind prowled wolflike through the waiting crowd, sinking its teeth into exposed necks and bare ankles. Ren kept her hood up and her eyes down. Still, it found every threadbare hole and feasted. There was an unspoken camaraderie to how everyone in line huddled closer together as it howled. On the first day of every month, Ren left her dormitory on Balmerick’s campus and traveled down to wait in line in the Lower Quarter.

She knew the place by memory now. The patterns on the stone walkway. How decades of passing boots had rounded its edges. The rows of windows that were always boarded shut. Even the other people who waited in line with her, assigned to this particular magic-house.

Sunlight might have warded off the chill, but there wasn’t sunlight in this section of the Lower Quarter. Not at this hour. Not in her lifetime. Ren couldn’t resist looking up.

The Heights hovered magically overhead. When she was a child, it had been a marvel to her. An awe that only grew when she studied the actual magical theories involved. It was no small task for the Proctor family to create an entire neighborhood of glinting buildings in the clouds. Her favorite part had been the relocation of Balmerick University. The building’s foundations had proven rather tricky. Decades of residual magic had made the walls more or less sentient. It turned out they liked where they’d settled down in the Lower Quarter. A team of wizards had used veracity alteration spells to convince each individual rock that the sky was actually the earth. Ren liked to imagine them spending hours underground, lying to the stones.

“Eyes ahead, dear.”

Ren startled. She’d allowed a gap to form in the line. Two strides brought her back into position. She glanced at the woman who’d spoken, an apology ready, before recognizing her.

“Aunt Sloan.”

Not her real aunt. Her mother was an only child, just as Ren was an only child. But every woman who lived in their building was an aunt. Every man an uncle. The other kids were all cousins, until they were old enough to start flirting and figuring out where they could sneak kisses without being seen. Aunt Sloan lived up on the third floor. She worked on the wharf.

“Little Monroe,” she said. “How’s your mother?”

“Doing well. Strong and happy and willful.”

Sloan laughed. “Of course. I hate that our shifts changed. It’s been too long since she and I sat down to play a few hands of barons together. About four years now. Agnes was always such a good time, too. It’s a shame she’s all alone these days.”

Barons was a rotating card game that Ren’s mother loved. It involved seven suits, and the winner was usually the one who got away with the most cheating. Ren quietly took note of the other implications hidden beneath Aunt Sloan’s words. She kept her tone neutral, polite.

“I will tell her you said hello.”

Sloan nodded. “It’s kind of you to stand in line for her.”

Her aunt gestured to the bracelet hanging on Ren’s wrist. It was a memorable piece. A little loop of dragon-forged iron. Smoke black except for the rivulets of flickering fire that boiled in the metal’s depths. Ren’s father had bought it for her mother as a wedding gift. It was for the woman, he’d said, who bent to the will of no one. And a nod to the fire she brought out in him.

Sloan kept prattling on. “… my boys. Too busy to stand in for me. Both of them landed jobs in Peckering’s workshop. Making ends meet. You know how it all goes, dear. Or you did. Before you went off to live in the clouds and do your… studies.”

There it was. The neighborhood’s favorite slice of gossip. Ren knew the others always wondered how she’d gotten into a private school like Balmerick. What trick did the Monroes have up their sleeves? They always praised the achievement to her face, but she knew exactly what they said behind her and her mother’s backs. Reaching for the stars, isn’t she? Bound to come back empty-handed.

The line moved. Ren used it as an excuse to drop the conversation. She kept her eyes forward and waited patiently until it was her turn. A pair of doors were propped open. The building to which they belonged was hunched and industrious, singular in its purpose. A government official sat at a table. His hair was slicked back, eyes narrowed in meticulous calculation. He offered the barest of nods when Ren stepped forward.

“Vessel?”

“I have two that need to be refilled, sir. One is mine. One belongs to my mother.”

She slid off her mother’s bracelet and set it on the table. Next she reached for the wand hanging from the loop on her belt. Her own was shaped like a horseshoe. Both ends curved to sharpened points, but the central section offered a crude handle for her grip. She preferred this style to the aim-and-point wands. She’d found it far easier to control the range of her spells.

The government accountant briefly appraised both items.

“Listed under Agnes Monroe and Ren Monroe.”

He ran a finger down the list of names. She saw him pause and knew the question he’d ask before his lips even moved. “And what about Roland Monroe?”

The name shivered down her spine the way it always did when a stranger spoke it so casually. Ren saw a brief vision of his body, bent in all the wrong ways. Every time she came to collect her monthly allotment, they would say his name before tracing the line across to see the explanation for his absence. Ren spoke the word before the man could. The smallest of victories.

“Deceased.”

He tapped the notation in front of him and nodded. They never showed sympathy. Never whispered a condolence. It was just a status that determined how the rest of the transaction should go. This particular arbiter didn’t even bother to make eye contact.

“Very well. I’ve got you listed for an allowance of one hundred ockleys per vessel. The law requires I inform you that another magical stipend will be avail—”

Ren cleared her throat. “I’ve got coin to add more. If that’s okay?”

“How much?”

“Just twenty mids. I earned a few tips this week.”

He hunched back over his list to make another notation. Ren had learned never to add too much. A big down payment could earn unwanted attention. Sometimes the government would investigate. Cut off your welfare entirely. She couldn’t afford for that to happen.

“Twenty mids convert to about two hundred more ockleys.”

If you want to be precise, it’s 201.32. But Ren only nodded at the approximation. An ockley was the exact amount of magic it took to use a single-step spell. Named for Reverend Ockley, who Ren knew had come up with the original and very incorrect equation. His math had been honed by far cleverer wizards, but he was the one in the history books. Sometimes, being first was all that mattered. Ren looked up and realized the accountant was staring at her. He repeated himself.

“Which item do you want them added to?”

“The bracelet,” she answered. “My mother could use the extra spells.”

A well-worn lie. It fit like an old shoe at this point. Her mother hadn’t used any of their magical allowance in years. The man didn’t ask any questions, though. He simply turned and handed the two vessels to a hired runner. The young girl slipped inside the warehouse through an interior door. Ren caught a glimpse of the factory-like rows. Discolored gases churned in the enclosed space. It was still strange to think the city’s entire magical supply came from underground. Ren knew the histories. She’d memorized all the dates for her exams back in undergrad. She could recite the year that her people—the Delveans—first landed on this continent. She knew the name of the woman who’d cast the first recorded spell in their people’s history, and the group of wizards who’d invented the conversion process that refined raw magic into a form that could be dispensed to the masses. Like every other primary school student, she’d memorized the names of the four ships that had sailed up the eastern seaboard to land in what would one day become Kathor.

She’d also read through all the modern theories and conspiracies about magic refineries. One author claimed there was infinite magic underneath their city and that the five wealthiest houses had created a scarcity model to keep the rest of the population underfoot. Another claimed that the city’s supply was nearly depleted, and when it ran out, society would completely collapse. After spending time with the scions and heirs at Balmerick, Ren suspected the former was far more likely to be true.

As the interior door shut with a thump, Ren watched the girl vanish with the two most valuable items she possessed. She wondered how the accountant—who’d barely even looked at her—might react if he knew all the spellwork written into the veins of each of those vessels. All the time she’d spent hammering perfection into her stances and her enunciations.

All he sees is another welfare wizard.

“You can step to the side. She’ll return shortly.”

Ren complied. She felt an itch at the back of her neck. A whisper of an echo of a curse. This was where she always stood as she waited for her items. She knew that the alley over her right shoulder ran straight and narrow, down to the place where her life had changed forever. Every time she stood here, she tried to resist looking. And every time she failed. As Aunt Sloan stepped up to speak with the accountant, Ren looked down that arrow of an alleyway.

It pointed to the distant canal bridge. Unfinished back then, it was the place where her father had turned to wave back at her. Ren’s eyes found the wooden bench where she’d sat down to wait for him. Sometimes she couldn’t believe it was still there. Like a relic that she’d summoned from her own memories. And then she imagined hearing the sound of the earth grinding beneath their feet as it had that day. The way her father had looked back one final time before he fell. Her entire life, changed in less than a breath.

“Your things?”

The girl was back, standing with both vessels held out. Ren liked to imagine she saw a new glow in them, but the truth was they looked exactly the same. She accepted both vessels, and the runner slipped back to her position behind the table. Ren glanced at the line one more time.

Everyone was waiting. She knew they’d refill their vessels and use spells that unwound the knots in their backs. Spells that added strength to get them through another grueling day. Aunt Sloan liked to spice her soups with a little magic. Others entertained grandchildren with clever charms. She almost envied the thought. Using magic to touch up their days. Meanwhile, she would spend the next few weeks trying to create entirely new spells with her meager allotment. Doing her best to impress people who seemed to find nothing so impressive as their own lives.

Ren took a final look, tucked her wand into a waiting belt loop, and started to walk.
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The Lower Quarter divided into a dozen smaller neighborhoods.

Ren had grown up on Stepfast Street, north of the busier markets. It would always be home, even if she’d lived on Balmerick’s campus for the last four years. She skirted the growing crowds and took the road that led to the building where her mother lived. It was a drab, square structure with only brightly painted doors to mark it as more than abandoned stone. She aimed for the pearl-blue door at the far end of the building. It swung on groaning hinges, and somehow the sound was even worse than she remembered. She took the stairs on her right and found her mother’s second-floor entry unlocked and unwarded.

“Well, that’s just incredibly safe of you, Mother.…”

It was silent inside. The kitchen was the dining room was the living room. One wall boasted open shelving and a half-rusted stove. It cornered into a fold-out table where every single Monroe family meal had taken place. A hop and a skip would set a person firmly in the living room. There was the knee-high table her father had built, surrounded by cushions her mother had sewn. Ren saw three teacups abandoned there. Not a sign of company, she knew, but more a measurement of the passage of time. The color variations of the stained tea bags in each cup marked how long they’d mulled there in silence.

Ren set to work. Arranging the cushions. Washing the cups. There were abandoned clothes that she folded in a neat stack. Next, the magic. It was a delicate balance of improving her mother’s quality of life but keeping enough to get in the practice reps she needed for her graduate work. She’d learned all about continuous spells during junior year and had been using them to save a few precious ockleys ever since.

A cleansing enchantment kept back the mold common in the Lower Quarter’s poorly lit living spaces. Magical sealants along the frames of every door and window warded against infestations. Each spell already sat in the air—thick and stagnant from when she’d last cast it—though each one faded to uselessness by the time the first of the month came around again.

Refreshing them was like scrubbing out an old canteen and filling it back up with fresh water. Once she finished the normal spellwork, she took the threaded edges of all that magic and layered a longevity spell of her own invention through them. It took, binding invisibly through everything like a braid. Ren was wiping sweat from her forehead when one of the two doors at the far end of the room opened. Her mother emerged, not from her own bedroom, but from Ren’s.

“First of the month,” she said without preamble. “Almost forgot. Tea?”

Agnes Monroe was a spitefully beautiful woman. Life had given her physical body every reason to surrender, but she wore the years and suffering like armor. Her skin was a shade darker than Ren’s, deeply tan. Shifts down on the wharf had drawn out the constellations of freckles running down her neck. She hauled crates of fish sometimes, and her arms were lean and muscular from the work. The deep creases around her mouth spoke of a woman who laughed often and loud. Or at least, a woman who had once had plenty of reasons to smile.

“No thanks,” Ren said. “I’ll be late for class. How’s work?”

“It’s work. What about you? Interviews going well? Any prospects?”

Her mother slid around her to fetch the tea, pausing only long enough to kiss Ren lightly on one cheek. Her stomach churned as she watched her mother get the stove going. The decision to attend Balmerick had centered on the hope of finding favor with one of the five great houses.

The city of Kathor was a distinct hierarchy, and Ren needed to earn a position with them if she ever wanted to do anything of consequence. The second semester of her first year as a graduate student should have been full of interviews, recruiters eager to learn how she’d gotten such high marks on all her tests, but only the lesser houses had shown any interest.

Until yesterday.

Her advisor had left a note outside her dormitory. Ren had an interview with House Shiverian this morning. She also had no plans of sharing that news with her mother until she’d secured a position. False hope was a fuel that Agnes Monroe already knew too well.

“Nothing worth mentioning.”

Her mother set out a mug. “I don’t get it. You’re the top of your class.”

“I’m technically fifth.”

“Fifth,” her mother repeated. “Out of hundreds. And with none of the resources their families could offer them.”

Ren knew the numbers. She always hated being reminded of the numbers, even if her mother’s claim was true. The oldest houses had been in Kathor for six generations. Her mother and father had left southern Delvea when they were only about Ren’s age. Like many others, they were lured by the bright possibilities of a sprawling new age city. Kathor had replaced the original settlements and become the epicenter of trade and magic. Her father used to describe the day they’d first landed in the city’s harbor. A pair of dreamers, her father used to say, but she knew her parents’ dreams were eventually reduced to backbreaking shifts and poor living conditions. The one time her father had demanded more from the world, he’d been killed for it.

“I’m working on it, Mother.”

“Oh, honey, I know. I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at them. The unfairness of it all. See, this is why I gave magic up. We talk about this in our meetings, you know. It’s called voluntary dependence. Every time we use magic, we’re leaning into the system they built for us.…”

Ren had heard all of this before. Any discussion that focused on “they” was a dangerous road to let Agnes Monroe walk down at such an early hour. A road that always led back to her father’s death. Ren never questioned her mother’s decision to give up magic, and she shared her mother’s distaste for the city’s elite, but she preferred a more rational approach to dealing with those inequalities. Her mother favored conspiracies and wild speculation.

“I have proven myself for four years. It will work out. I am not concerned.”

The steadiness of her voice acted as a salve. She saw the tension riding her mother’s shoulders shake loose. She turned back around, fussing over her cup of tea. Ren needed to go. She wanted to have at least an hour to go over her notes on House Shiverian and their various business concerns, but she hated the idea of leaving her mother here in the lonely morning light. It helped to remember she’d be returning with Timmons for break in a few days.

“Why were you sleeping in my room?”

Her mother glanced back. “I don’t know.” The two of them looked at each other, quiet for a moment. Then her mother spoke the begrudging truth. “There’s less of his ghost in there, I guess.”

In the first few years after his death, Ren would have walked over and cupped her mother’s face. She would have pulled her close and whispered what her mother had always whispered to her when she’d had nightmares as a child. No darkness lasts for long. But now they stood ten years in the shadow of Roland Monroe’s passing. The clouds still hung thick over both of them. Ren knew this darkness would exist until she dragged them out from beneath it.

When her mother turned back to her tea, Ren strode over and wrapped her in a hug from behind. Her mother’s hand settled half on her wrist, half on the iron bracelet that she’d once worn.

“I am a Monroe,” Ren whispered her father’s words. “And a Monroe stands tall.”

Her mother squeezed her forearm. Ren left her there, sipping tea.

Outside, the city of Kathor was stretching tired limbs, rising to the glittering invitation of another day. It wasn’t until she reached the public waxway portal that she felt sunlight on her neck. Ren savored the warmth before tucking her shirt into her trousers and turning her bracelet over. She traded the plain brown cardigan for a fashionable plaid jacket, then she removed a forest-green tie from her bag and knotted it artfully under her shirt’s collar. All the minor adjustments that would have made her look like a snob down in the Lower Quarter, but without which she’d look out of place up at Balmerick. After glancing at herself in a storefront window, Ren turned.

Her eyes drifted once more to the Heights. How bright the buildings looked in that empty sky. It helped to see it from down here. Sometimes as she walked around campus, talking with friends or sitting in on lectures, it was easy to feel like Balmerick was actually her home. The school had that effect. Slowly luring a person into comfort. But from below it was easier to see the truth of where she belonged, even after four years of navigating their politics and climbing up their ranks.

It didn’t matter how calmly she went about her business. No mantra or meditation could fully tamp down the panic she felt whenever she thought about her true situation at the school.

She was a mouse.

Balmerick, the hawk.
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Ren’s classmates could hire charmed chariots to take them up to the Heights. Others had personal portals built into their high-rise villas. A few families even owned wyverns. The people who were waiting in line with Ren for the public waxways were far more industrious. Shop runners making special deliveries and hired hands attending to less glamorous tasks.

The inner room of the waxway station divided into four sections. There were stone recesses—each one about twice as wide as an average person—with identical paintings nailed into the mortar at eye level. Each painting was of the great fountain in the main square of the Heights, just outside Balmerick’s front gates.

For visualization. If you cannot see yourself somewhere, you cannot possibly travel there.

Ren knew the safest method for travel magic involved carrying a physical piece of the location. As a nervous sophomore, she had collected blades of grass from the main quad just to make sure she didn’t end up becoming a story of warning for the rest of the Lower Quarter. It turned out that repetition and familiarity were more than enough to shield her from the negative consequences of teleportation. Ren had taken this portal a hundred times now.

Beneath each painting sat a row of waxway candles. All of them flickered with ready flame, running lowest to highest. The thickness of the candle determined how far a person could travel. Long-distance traveling might call for a candle to burn for two or three hours. A jump to the Heights required no more than a few minutes of dancing flame and focused meditation.

The priestess tasked with refreshing the travel stations stood on the other side of the room, helping an elderly gentleman. A box of extra candles had been abandoned on the floor beside Ren. She glanced over a shoulder—no one was there—and let a hand reach down. The borrowed candle vanished into her satchel. Some supplies weren’t covered by her scholarship. Every little bit helped.

Ren refocused. In the recess there was a half-burned match. She raised it to the wick of the second-shortest candle, mimicking the priestess who had lit it in the first place. The preferred method was to light the candle herself, but Ren—and most modern wizards—knew the echoed motion was more than enough to establish a magical link.

Next she looked at the painting. Traveling required visualization. Her eyes combed the bright streams of the fountain and the perfect circle of stones and all those flanking trees.

The final step to the spell had always been her favorite part. With that image fixed in her mind, Ren calmly set her forefingers to the chosen candle. Some people preferred to let the candle burn itself out—which was the safest way to initiate the spell. Others liked to lean down and blow it out with a quick breath. But Ren’s father had done it this way, so she did it this way.

Her fingers pinched together. She felt that brief and satisfying burn, then the flame vanished. Before the scent of that curling smoke could even reach her nostrils, Ren was snatched into the waiting nothing. She could never get fully used to the sudden absence. Traveling the waxways always made her feel small, as if she were standing at the mouth of a cave with no end.

Her mind shoved into darkness, through the sprawling labyrinths. Plenty of wizards had vanished as they traveled the waxways over the centuries. Some had attempted to travel too far. Others had been distracted in the moment before the spell began. Ren knew it was best to empty her mind completely. Best to allow the magic to forge its own path.

After all, it knew the way.

Her feet set down in the square. There was a wide lane flanked by narrow villas in the distance. The Heights wasn’t completely unlike the city below. Here, the buildings pressed together, tall and lean, each spaced the exact same distance from the next. The main difference was that, up here, an entire building belonged to one family. Ren still remembered the first time she’d visited a friend’s home for a study session. Learning the entire place belonged to the same family—and that they used the place only occasionally—had been the second shock to her system.

Balmerick had been the first.

A series of coal-black castles sliced through the clouds on her right, their slanting spires unadorned. Perfectly manicured lawns separated the scattered buildings. Imported oaks cast shade over the crisscrossing paths. Pockets of students drifted between classes. She’d been here for four years now and still felt like she was entering contested territory every time she stood at these gates.

Ren settled into the version of herself that Balmerick wanted to see. When she felt mentally ready, she started through the yawning gates and headed to her interview.



Her advisor was Professor Agora. He conducted Magical Ethics in a circular lecture hall. It fell on his shoulders to keep the young elites of Kathor from becoming tyrants. Ren enjoyed him, even if she felt he was fighting a battle that had been lost a few generations ago.

When she arrived, Agora was busy at the back of the room. Steam clouded up as he poured three teas. He liked to make the room feel like a coffeehouse. They were just citizens of the city, discussing matters of great import. He was a slender man, olive skinned, balding around the crown of his head. He kept his beard trimmed artfully and never missed an opportunity to show off his fashionable collection of buttoned vests. Today’s mimicked blue-green dragon scales. The window light fractured in dazzling patterns any time it caught the gossamer material.

“Ren. You’re here. Good. How are you feeling?”

She took her seat. “Ready. I have a few more notes to study, but I feel prepared.”

“Very good. The meeting will be with Lucas Shiverian. I sent your resume, my recommendation letter, all of the normal paperwork. They expressed interest in your research on a new version of the standard coil spell.”

Ren thought back through her notes. Lucas was the youngest of the current ruling generation in House Shiverian. Likely the least powerful of the siblings, but that didn’t matter. Being hired by anyone in the primary family line would make for a brilliant starting point.

Each of the five houses had played a distinct role in the founding of Kathor. Some had even taken on new surnames to reflect their family’s position on that new frontier. The Broods were gifted in tactical warfare. The Proctors oversaw the building and organization of the city itself. The Winters family were the first doctors and priests. And the Graylantian farmers grew the crops that eventually fed the entire population.

But the Shiverian family had always been known for their prowess with magic. Many scholars argued they were the deciding factor that transformed Kathor from fledgling harbor town into the greatest economic power of the modern age. Half the spells in the current magical system had been invented by the Shiverian family, but Ren knew that some of their most complex magic was kept under lock and key. Their secrecy offered Kathor a constant edge in world affairs—and the Shiverians worked hard to maintain that advantage. Not only would they provide Ren the perfect foothold for her larger goals, but she might actually enjoy the work she’d get to do with them.

Her optimism stumbled only upon hearing Agora’s final point.

The coil spell she was working on was very promising. The standard version fell into the larger category of binding spells. Coils were the most popular method for linking one magic with another magic—effectively combining their separate purposes into something more uniform. It allowed the user to create clever, cross-purpose magic.

The limitation with the current version was that, once bound, the magic remained tangled. In fact, the bond grew stronger as time passed, and it often took years for small-level bindings to loosen or break. Her version provided a coil that bound entities or magics briefly. The breakthrough had come when she’d braided a temporal charm through the other two spells. It would be a huge advancement if she could get it to work, but that was precisely the problem.

“My coil spell research isn’t complete. I’m still in the early testing phases. I haven’t ruled out side effects or calculated the impact of the spell when dealing with high-level magic. It’ll be months before I even have a proper proposal in order.”

“Don’t tell Lucas Shiverian that,” Agora replied. “Tell him you’re making progress. This is an elder heir in one of the great houses. You cannot use words like ‘testing’ or ‘incomplete.’ Creatures like him bore easily. Always give a sense of momentum. You are on the verge of something new and groundbreaking. It doesn’t matter if it takes you another five years to figure out the magic. They just want to feel like they’re recruiting someone who can add a new angle to what they already do.”

Ren nodded. “Lie to him. Sure. What else?”

Agora offered her a hesitant look.

“What? What is it?”

“Wield your knowledge with precision. You are one of the most intelligent students I’ve ever taught, but Lucas Shiverian isn’t one of your classmates. He is not your peer. He believes that he is your superior. You must shine without causing a glare. Do you understand?”

“Be excellent, but on his terms. Understood.”

“Precisely. Go ahead and study. I’ll keep an eye on the hallway and let you know when he’s coming. You can do this, Ren. I’ll be right back.”

She turned through the pages of her research. The ancestral chart offered details on her potential interviewer. His age, spouse, children. Ren quietly studied those notes before cross-referencing his name with the court-reported business filings. Public records that walked through who in the family had been responsible for signing off on which projects. His name appeared on any record connected to the family’s coastal trading. She saw that he did a lot of work with the northern ports that had larger Tusk populations. There was even a note about the fact that he observed some of their religious customs, which would make him unique amongst the more agnostic Delveans. She was weighing the appropriateness of bringing up religion in an interview when the door creaked.

Ren glanced up to see Agora peeking inside.

“He should be here any minute.”

Ren took a deep breath, eyeing the notes. She continued studying until the wait became unbearable. She closed her folders and crossed the room. There was a single pane of glass looking out into the hallway. Agora was alone. And he was pacing. She quietly returned to her seat.

There were theories about how time slowed or quickened, depending on the perspective of the beholder. Certain dragons, it was said, once existed outside of time. Some claimed to live in their favorite moments permanently, offering only a begrudging awareness of the present. Ren felt a kinship with them now. It was as if a grain of sand were stuck to the roof of the hourglass, unwilling to fall, and nothing outside the room was moving. That illusion broke when Agora returned again. Alone.

“He’s late, but I’m certain he’ll be here shortly. More tea?”

Ren shook her head. She could hear the nervous clinking of Agora’s spoon as he mixed honey into his drink. A clock in the corner kept the time, the second hand gliding mercilessly around the circular frame. Ren sat straight backed and ready. She refused to allow herself to believe that the interview might not happen.

The door finally opened. It wasn’t a middle-aged man with sloped shoulders and a stark jaw. It was Percie James, slight and wispy, peering in at them. “Am I too early?”

Ren hid shaking hands under her desk. A glance at the clock showed it was nearly time for class. Lucas Shiverian was more than an hour late. He isn’t coming. Agora glided forward.

“Come on in, Percie. I’ve got more of that darkthyme tea you liked. There are a few bags of summer lily left from last time as well.…”

A few other students filed in behind her. Agora went about the business of setting out everything. There was a great fuss over mugs and seats as the rest of the class settled in. Ren’s advisor paused briefly beside her and his voice was lower than a whisper.

“It has to be some mistake. I’ll check after class. We’ll get it rescheduled. Chin up, Ren.”

Ren said nothing. She was used to this by now. It did not matter how brilliantly she performed. It did not matter that her grades were the best in her class. All they saw was a girl who’d come from the Lower Quarter. Dirty or dull or worse. She’d have to prove them wrong. Somehow.
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The rest of her peers took their seats. Some of them already wore the coats of arms from the various houses, all freshly sewn into their school jackets. It was like they belonged to a club for which Ren couldn’t find the address.

“Let us begin with a story,” Agora was saying. “You’re all familiar with Marcus.”

As he spoke, he turned in slow circles, considering each student. Ren noticed the way that he avoided eye contact with her. Was he embarrassed that his contact had failed him? Or embarrassed that he’d championed the cause of a student they found unworthy of meeting?

“Marcus was one of the greatest blade makers in history, yes? Each of his weapons is more famous than the last. Honed to perfection. He took on many students over the years, but his most famous is Rowan. Do you know that name?”

Ren nodded but was saved from answering as Agora plunged on.

“He studied under Marcus for nearly a decade. Improved so much at his craft that he started to think he was better than his teacher. To prove this, he challenged Marcus. ‘Let us each make a sword. We will bring them to the river. The sharpest blade wins.’ Marcus agreed.

“Both of them took time to make their swords. On the appointed date they met along the banks of the Straywhite River. A neutral judge joined them. Rowan went first. He plunged his creation blade-first into the river. There was nothing it failed to cut. The passing leaves split in two. Great logs were severed. Even the river itself began to part ways at its touch.”

Agora’s strangest and most charming quality was how lost he got in his stories. He’d bellow and whisper and move his hands in great sweeping motions. Sweat always trickled down his forehead. In the longer lectures he’d have great patches showing under his arms. His passion was a buffer, Ren thought. It was one way to ignore Percie half-asleep in the front row or Clyde Winters snorting about something with Mat Tully whenever his back was turned.

“Satisfied, Rowan withdrew his blade. He knew he’d won. How could any blade match the sharpness he’d just displayed? Marcus went next. He plunged his own sword into the river. Drifting leaves came, but at the very last moment they’d dart to the left or right of the blade. The same was true of passing logs and debris. Every time they reached the place where his sword waited, they’d skirt the blade at the last second. Rowan watched and waited. The judge came forward.”

Agora smiled to himself.

“Twenty lines on who won. Begin.”

He used a spotted handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his forehead. There was a shuffle of materials moving from satchels to desks. A few eyes rolled. Percie leaned over to her neighbor, asking what the story had been about. Ren hadn’t noticed which coat of arms the girl was wearing. A hawk clutching a string of pearls between its talons: House Shiverian.

How did you get recruited when I can’t even get an interview?

Annoyed, Ren set to work. She knew the answer to Agora’s question because she’d read the entire historical account. Now she needed to reframe it through some other principle. That’s what her ethics professor enjoyed most. A small shift in perspective earned high marks every time. Thirty minutes later Agora descended once more into the teaching circle.

“Well, who won?”

Ren had learned not to answer first. It was always easier to impress by correcting someone else’s almost-right answer. Clyde Winters opened things up with a lazy hand in the air. Ren knew he was second in line to a massive empire. His family had a monopoly on every medical sector in the city. Not to mention, they also ran most of the cathedrals. Those were the benefits of having ancestors who’d been the only doctors aboard the first ships to sail to Kathor.

“Rowan won,” Clyde said. “The challenge was the sharpest blade. The Pyras theory argues the simplest answer is most often the right answer. Rowan met the challenge, on its simplest terms.”

Agora nodded before signaling for the rest of them to join in. Percie leapt at the chance, all too eager to correct Clyde’s answer. Her being recruited by House Shiverian made them rivals of a sort.

“But that’s not how it goes. Marcus was the winner. After all, his sword would not cut that which was innocent. It’s not enough to be the best at something. If the weapon or the advancement doesn’t take the greater good into account, that just moves society in the wrong direction.”

“Very nearly a direct quote from Age of Reason,” Agora replied. “Anyone else?”

Ren finally raised her hand. Her teacher nodded.

“While Percie’s is the well-worn answer, I think it’s interesting to see how this problem relies on the Beneficent Effect. One agreeable result causes the judge to assume all future results will be agreeable. He believes the sword will always protect the innocent. Which sounds wonderful, but that’s a naive assumption. The problem is that the sword’s moral system can extend only as far as Marcus’s moral system. The leaves floating by in the river were innocent, and thus his sword would not cut them. No one’s going to argue against the moral innocence of a leaf.

“But what happens when the wielder of the sword attempts to kill an enemy soldier? Murder is immoral. Unless you’re defending yourself in battle. But what if the battle you’re fighting is based on an immoral cause? Or the person you’re dueling is your own child? There are so many scenarios in which the sword would be forced to make decisions that our own moral system hasn’t fully categorized as innocent or guilty. It would inevitably fail, because it relies on the morality of the wielder. I’d rather have Rowan’s blade. It’s a tool, and it’s not pretending to be anything else.”

Silence followed her answer. Agora sipped his tea while Percie looked as if she was still trying to figure out if Ren had insulted her. For once, Ren didn’t care what any of them thought. Until now she’d handled her reputation in class with surgical precision. Impress enough that she couldn’t be ignored, but not so much that she became a target. Maybe she’d gotten it wrong. Maybe she’d done just enough to get snubbed. Not enough to force them to take notice.

The wealthiest scions had begun building their entourages, and Ren was quietly being left behind. Percie’s coat of arms was evidence of that. Soon all the good spots would be gone. Rising to power from one of the minor houses would take far too long for what Ren was hoping to accomplish. She needed the attention of the people who mattered.

“Onward,” Agora said, raising a finger. “The focus of this week will be on the correlation between increasing power and moral imperatives. Let’s turn to page seventy-three.…”

It was past time to do something bold.
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When class ended, Agora promised to follow up and get to the bottom of the heir’s absence. “I’ll circle back with the Shiverians. And while I do that, what about the Broods? They offered an interview early on in your recruitment process. A low-level cousin of the family, but it would be a start. That’s all you really need, Ren. A starting point. There are no limits once you’re in the door.”

Ren was already shaking her head, though. “Thank you, Professor, but no. Any other house but House Brood.”

Agora apologized one more time as Ren left the room. It was a mercy that the end of Magical Ethics at least coincided with the day’s first glimpse of Devlin Albright.

The two of them had been dating for a few months now. Nothing too serious, but certainly a welcome distraction. Devlin was the youngest son of a merchant. Not only was he handsome, but he was also a potential backup option if none of the superior houses pursued her contract.

His family was as rich as the rest of their peers’, but their wealth was newly earned. His father’s trade had elevated their status in less than a decade. The only reason Ren could stomach dating him was that there wasn’t a hallway of gaudy portraits hanging anywhere in the Albright household. It also didn’t hurt that Devlin looked like he’d been carved out of stone.

He had dark hair, trimmed high and tight on the sides. His green eyes were deep set, like they’d been hammered into his light brown face by a Citadel jeweler. Today Devlin wore a navy wool cardigan over a too-tight collared shirt. She liked the way he always buttoned things all the way up to his throat.

Devlin was looking particularly broody this morning. Combat training with the Brightsword Legion had been more demanding than expected. She’d tried to warn him. Brightsword was the military arm of the government. A city guard supported by city taxes. Unlike the armies recruited and retained by the wealthy houses, they didn’t have enough money to hire all their recruits. Which meant they tried to force out as many applicants as possible during the training process. He’d still applied, because he thought Brightsword was the most noble place to serve. She hadn’t bothered to mention that their legion hadn’t been in a proper battle for decades.

Ren and Devlin had spent far less time together ever since training started. She hadn’t minded because the other result of his training was equally rewarding. She set a hand on one of those rewards—his finely carved chest—as she kissed him hello.

“Good morning. You’re looking well.”

He nodded. “Finally got my divinity shield sorted out. How was Ethics?”

They started walking toward the back of the building, where a set of double doors led to the main quad. Ren hadn’t told him about the interview, and now she was glad that only Agora had known. It meant there were fewer people to pity her. She despised pity.

“Oh, you know, discussing the moral implications of enchanted swords.”

“The Marcus and Rowan debate?”

Devlin was a year older and had been through several of the same classes she was taking now. Another advantage of their relationship. He’d been reluctant to pass on his actual notes. A side effect of training to be a paladin was uprightness. Her request to borrow his papers had been viewed as cheating, but a little convincing had drawn out plenty of helpful advice since then.

“A tale as old as time,” Ren confirmed.

“And who did you think won the challenge?”

“I used the Beneficent Effect to argue that Marcus’s sword is more problematic than the story suggests. Full marks from Agora. Naturally.”

She expected Devlin to grin but caught a flicker of some other emotion on his face.

“What?”

He shrugged. “Nothing. It’s clever.”

She knew it was clever, but she didn’t know why he was being so odd about it. There was no point dragging him into a debate, though. Devlin had been stressed over the past few weeks. His divinity shield had cracked during a training session. Divinity shields were delightfully complex magic. A shield spell, looped into an ongoing growth spell, woven through with a favorability charm. As long as the wielder treated others “with noble intention,” the spell would grow more and more powerful over time. Devlin was embarrassed by an early crack in his shield, even if it was incredibly common for trainees.

Outside, sunlight greeted them. The fair weather had lured a sprawling scene onto Balmerick’s open quad. Underclassmen on blankets, their scarves set aside to sun their necks. Brief flashes of practiced magic. Ren even spied a pair of hellhound puppies being paraded around near the school’s memorial statues, their bifurcated tongues lolling happily. It was a shame that she intended to spend the rest of the day practicing spells in an archive room.

“It’s nice out,” she noted.

Devlin shrugged again.

Another downside to dating a paladin in training. Broody often meant enigmatic. And enigmatic was a slippery slope toward boring. She was about to ask if he wanted to come over to study later when Devlin turned to her. He could not have looked more uncomfortable. It was like he was trying to escape from his own body in order to avoid the coming moment.

“Look, Ren, we need to talk.”

She raised a knife-sharp eyebrow. “We are talking.”

“It… this… look. It’s been fun, but it doesn’t…”

He trailed off as a pair of younger girls passed. Both of them snuck glances at Devlin, though he pretended not to notice. Their boldness helped Ren find her own voice.

“Are you really about to break up with me?”

“Look. It isn’t anything you’ve done—”

“I’m well aware of the fact that I haven’t done anything wrong, Devlin.”

His lips quirked. It was the same distasteful look he’d given in response to her earlier answer.

“Go on,” Ren said, unable to keep the bite out of her voice. “I’d hate to part ways without whatever… wisdom you have to offer. That is the Brightsword Legion motto, isn’t it? Leave them better than how you found them?”

Devlin’s jaw tightened. “Fine, Ren. You want the truth? You’re too much of a temptation for me. We’ve—I’ve been uncomfortable. With… the things we’ve been doing. I sought advice from my training general. She believed our activities might have been what caused the crack in my divinity shield. There’s some anecdotal evidence that—”

Ren couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She’d never expected to marry Devlin, but for him to try to end their relationship with some holier-than-thou speech was beyond absurd.

“Evidence of what, Devlin? I’ve never read an account that suggested a heavy make-out session broke a paladin’s divinity shield. Oh, and I’m trying to recall the part where our activities made you uncomfortable. Because from what I can recall, you looked pretty comfortable with everything that was happening at the time.”

Devlin’s teeth actually clacked together with force. “Keep your voice down.”

“Sorry. I could barely hear anything over the smugness ringing in my ears. How did you think this was going to go? You’re breaking up with me to protect your purity? I hate to break it to you, Devlin, but I wasn’t getting horizontal with myself for the last few months.”

He swung from embarrassed to angry with predictable speed.

“And I have repented for my part in all of this. I highly doubt you feel bad about what you’ve done. That’s the difference between us, Ren. Do you want to know what happened when I decided to break up with you?”

Her hands were shaking. First, she’d been stood up by House Shiverian. And now even a basic creature like Devlin was abandoning her? Ren had rehearsed what she might say if they broke up a hundred times, but practice was different from the real thing. She tried to ignore the people sitting nearby, their conversations gone quiet for the sake of eavesdropping.

“Let me take an educated guess,” she finally said. “I’d imagine your divinity shield healed itself. And you falsely correlated that occurrence with some… arbitrary decision you’d made, even though it actually lines up with a far more conclusive study that Thurman did in Golden Years that shows definitive timelines for healing are about a fortnight with young paladins. That book also explains shield cracks are common in new trainees. Which is the entire reason I gave you that book in the first place. Guessing you didn’t get around to reading it? But, you know, I’m glad you think your change of heart is what made everything better.”

Devlin made the face a third time. Ren waited for him to speak and knew she was about to hear the real reason for all of this. “You’re always right,” he said. “No matter what. You just have to be right. It’s exhausting.”

Those final two words struck Ren like a blow. She could suffer judgments on her purity, but she would not be made to feel small for being well read. Good research was not a sin.

“You know what, Devlin? May the magic’s light be with you.”

She brushed past him.

“Marcus,” he called after her. “The right answer is Marcus. He was doing what’s right by making the sword that he did. Everyone knows that’s the right answer.”

Ren couldn’t resist turning back.

“Yeah? Well, in the real story Marcus kills Rowan, because his sword was better. But I’m sure you’ll believe whatever fairy tale makes you feel less guilty about being a sanctimonious prick.”

She left him there, bells tolling in the distance, desperate to believe she’d won the exchange.
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Ren needed a proper target for her fury.

She went straight to the archive room. There were seven scattered around Balmerick, but she always booked the same one. It was in the northeastern corner of campus, hidden in a grove of speckled pines that had been translocated from the southern plains to provide a better atmosphere for the Heights. Their great limbs bent overhead like the arches of a cathedral. An appropriate image, as time in the tower room was the closest Ren came to worshipping anything.

The cellar door was set diagonally into a hillside. A stone staircase descended into the dark. As she reached the bottom, the passage narrowed. There were no torches to guide her steps. This far down, the darkness became a living thing. She shivered against the cellar’s chill until the first lights stirred in reaction to her movement.

Bright tendrils reached out from the stone walls. As Ren walked forward, the entire room filled with their gentle glow. A low hum of energy buzzed to life. She still remembered the first time she stepped foot in an archive room. Her teacher had explained that the rooms were designed to make magic visible in the air around them, offering wizards a safe environment to practice their spellwork. It was here that wizards could learn—and archive—new spells for their arsenals. Ren reached out now, as she had then, and let her fingertips graze the almost-solid wisps.

Before coming to this continent, Ren’s ancestors—the Delveans—had no magic at all. Neither did the Tusk people, for that matter. It was only in sailing here—to the land where dragons once lived—that both groups discovered a new power. Every time Ren stepped into an archive room, she could not help tracing back through history. If she’d been born three centuries ago, she’d have lived a magicless life. Two centuries ago, and only the most fledgling spells would have been in use. One century, and she’d have been practicing wild magic as she waited for the impending discoveries that would form the cornerstone of the modern, structured magic system.

But she hadn’t been born in any of those eras. She existed in a time when she could walk into a room made by and for magic—a time when anyone could build up their arsenal, one spell at a time. Even if society did its best to limit people in her position, Ren was always grateful for that small gift of fate. After all, she could not imagine a life without her favorite spells.

The narrow passage widened into a single room. Two small towers waited at the very heart of the space. One stood about waist height, the other up to her shoulders. Neither tower was wider than a stack of books. A parade of facts marched traitorously through Ren’s mind. She knew the number of attempts it took the average person to master a new spell, and how many spells the greatest wizards in history had in their possession when they died.

She knew… she knew… she knew…

You just have to be right. It’s exhausting.

Devlin’s words struck her again. Harder this time. She might have shrugged off a breakup for any other reason, but his words cut deeper than expected. They breathed life into other suspicions. If Devlin found her intelligence exhausting, maybe others did too. She pictured that empty hallway outside Agora’s room. Maybe whispers about her had reached the Shiverians. Maybe everyone thought of her as a know-it-all without any real substance. Maybe she’d never get recruited.

Ren angrily shrugged off the strap of her satchel. She crossed the room and opened the front panel of the taller tower. Inside was a lone candle. She lit the wick and stared intently at the flame. The point of this particular candle was meditation. An effort to quiet all other thoughts except for the steps of the spell she intended to master. When she’d visualized the entirety of the magic, she shut the compartment. Turning, she set her mother’s bracelet on top of the second tower. If she succeeded, the new spell would write itself into the memory of her vessel and become a permanent part of Ren’s already-impressive arsenal.

You just have to be right. It’s exhausting.

“Shut up. Just shut up.”

Ren took a deep breath.

The Tusk people believed that magic was a question. The wizard asked and the magic gave an answer. Most Delveans thought of it as a matter of willpower. A strong mind could shape the invisible world into whatever form it desired. Ren thought that magic felt more like the first steps of a dance. Almost like she was holding out her hand, waiting for an invisible partner to accept that first inviting touch.

“Energy distribution spell,” she announced to the empty room. “Attempt thirteen.”

The surrounding magic took form. Ren set her feet, thinking back through the complicated steps of her altered spell. In the vague and distant light she saw a projectile shape itself in the air. The spearlike object rotated until it was aimed directly at her chest, then it cut through the dark with speed. Ren’s right hand shot up instinctually.

The first layer is a catch-point for the tip of the projectile.

Her palm flexed, fingers splaying.

The second layer dispenses energy. Instead of one direct path, give it hundreds.

She twisted her wrist in a quick rotation.

Third layer forces that momentum to circle, and then the fourth—

But Ren’s motions were a step too slow. The projectile hit her summoned wall of magic. Its force dispersed outward, harnessed by the circle she’d built, but she’d failed to summon the fourth and final layer of the spell. The one that redirected the weapon harmlessly into the ground behind her.

“Well, I guess I’m dead,” a voice said in the dark.

Ren couldn’t help smiling. Timmons Devine was striding forward. Her best friend and only trustworthy ally at Balmerick. The fake spear was lodged just below her right shoulder. She brushed at the magic with an idle hand, and the light dissolved back into the rest of the swirls in the room. Timmons approached with a look of pity on her face. Ren scowled.

“Seriously? You’ve already heard?”

Timmons smiled. “You called him a sanctimonious prick in the middle of the quad.”

She made a face and they both started laughing. Timmons came forward to wrap Ren in a hug. Her best friend was nearly a head taller and always smelled like a walk through a garden. Her silver-white hair looked fine enough to string a harp with. Ren felt the knotted anger in her chest unravel, if only for a moment. Timmons pulled away to get a good look at her.

“Paladins. All that light just makes it easier to see the rot underneath. You can do better.”

Ren nodded. “I know. I’ve already decided to marry this archive room. A far better suitor.”

“And likely a more engaging conversationalist than Devlin.”

Ren laughed again. Her friend was watching her closely.

“It’s not just Devlin,” she said. “I had an interview today.”

Timmons raised an eyebrow. “With which house?”

“Shiverian.”

“Gods, Ren. Why didn’t you tell me? We talked about this last week. All you needed was a chance to show them who you are. This is what we’ve been waiting for. How did it go?”

“It didn’t go. I was snubbed. No one showed.”

Timmons looked shocked. She pulled Ren into another hug. “Their loss, dear. When you invent the next brilliant spell, it will be even more their loss. Go on. I’ll help you with whatever you’re working on. Just this once.”

Her friend retreated to the back wall and took a seat. Turning, Ren prepared the practice magic again. She and Timmons had been best friends since sophomore year. Their paths had crossed in a few classes, as well as while taking the school’s waxway portal home. Both of them attended on scholarship. Ren had been plucked out of the public schools down in Kathor for her exam scores. Timmons had been chosen because she possessed one of the rarest and most sought-after genetic traits in the world.
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