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To my husband, who believed in me long before I believed in myself.
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HOUSES OF GORHAIL

HOUSE OF ARCANE UNITY ABOVE CONQUEST

Mages: Arkani

Dustmaker

Illusionist

Manipulator

Reader

HOUSE OF POISON BOUND BY LOYALTY

Mages: Aspieri

Killer

Healer

HOUSE OF DEATH SACRIFICE AND SERVITUDE

Mages: Mortemagi

Whisperer

Conduit



RANKS OF GORHAIL

MAGUS

Study of inherited class of magic at Gorhail Academy

HIGH MAGUS

Mastery of inherited class of magic at Gorhail Institute

GRAND MAGUS

Mastery of two classes of magic at Gorhail Institute

MAGUS PRINCIPALIS

Mastery of three classes of magic at Gorhail Institute

Note that further studies beyond a student’s inherited class of magic is purely theoretical. Interclass research and collaboration are allowed only after earning the Grand Magus rank.




FOUNDERS OF GORHAIL

The First Founder—Sileas Ronin—Poison

The Second Founder—Helna Azgar—Illusion

The Third Founder—Kali Telam—Metal

The Fourth Founder—Nel Penbryn—Dust

The Fifth Founder—Fabian Lussier—Secrets

The Sixth Founder—Ysenia Faro—Death

Houses of Illusion, Metal, Dust, and Secrets merged into the House of Arcane in 1566
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Mortemagi (n)—Death magic practitioner.

Death magic is intuitive, but it takes more than it gives.

YSENIA FARO, DEATH MAGIC FOR BEGINNERS, CHAPTER 1
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MAY 2, 1927

I was ten the first time I touched a corpse.

Nan died in her sleep a day before her seventieth birthday. When I went to pay respects by her casket, she grabbed my wrist and whispered, The last words of the dead are sacred. Speak them, and you’ll meet your end.

Of course I screamed. The softness of her hand, which used to stroke my hair as I fell asleep, was now a stiff palm with icicles that dug into my tender skin, and her mouth, which used to tell me stories, had doomed me with my worst nightmare: magic.

Mother pinched her lips, her reprimand only a breath away, but my younger sister, Olivia, clutched her throat with feigned disgust. “There’s a roach in Nan’s casket.”

It didn’t work.

Mother knew us too well, and she knew that at least one of us had inherited Nan’s peculiar affinity for the dead. Later that evening, as we sat around a lukewarm casserole of macaroni and cheese, she asked Olivia and me if one of us had the gift. I stuffed my mouth with food. Gift. What a cruel way to describe the magic that killed our father and left her without a husband.

Olivia set her fork down and gave me a look that was halfway between “forgive me” and “don’t stop me.” Then she wore her brightest smile, held her head high, and said, “It’s me. I have magic.”

The moment I realized what she was doing, the half-chewed dough in my mouth became like glue. Years of late-night talks under the single ceiling light of our bedroom, telling Olivia how much I hated magic because it killed our father, culminated in this moment: my sister, the light of my life, was going to lift that burden off my shoulders. I didn’t need to forgive her, and I was never going to stop her. It was selfish, but I would never lean into the magic that destroyed our family. Mother was a nonmagi; no one would question that magic passed to only one daughter.

At her declaration, Mother shot out of her chair, hand on her heart. She looked at Olivia like she had won a prize, made a fuss about how she was destined for greatness. “A mage in my family,” Mother squealed, fawning over my sister.

It was no secret that Nan could see the dead. Rhea Corvi was revered around Albion. The townspeople often came to her to confirm their loved ones had moved on, and now that she was dead, they would come see… us. We’d probably inherited Father’s magic after he passed, but Nan was the first dead body we witnessed. And if I could hear the dead, it probably meant Olivia could see Nan’s ghost. Was this why she was fixating on me with furrowed brows, her throat bobbing every time Mother exclaimed she was a mage? Could she see Nan next to me?

But when my sister reached to hug our mother, the angry red skin around her fingernails brought me pause. She only picked at her fingers when she was lying. That’s when I knew that Olivia didn’t possess an ounce of magic.

“We’re enrolling you at Gorhail Academy tomorrow. My beautiful girl is going to the most prestigious secondary school.” Mother cupped Olivia’s cheeks with tears streaming down her face. My sister’s smile froze on her lips; her eyes wouldn’t leave mine.

Gorhail Academy stood tall on the cliffs of Gorhail, the town west of Albion. Set in a separate building on the same premises, it was the younger arm of Gorhail Institute, a university where Nan had been the dean until her death. Both were magic schools, where mages traded their lives to further their magic. The academy taught the fundamentals, their curriculum overlapping much of what we learn in nonmagi schools. The institute was a different story; Nan used to say it forged the best and the worst of mages.

Lying about magic was one thing. Mother knew the basic rules of magical birthright. She wouldn’t give up until one of us admitted we inherited Father’s magic, and I was never going to. But willingly walking into a school of mages when she wasn’t one was reckless. Surely Olivia would tell Mother that she was joking, that she didn’t have any magic, that she wasn’t going to break the promise we’d made when she’d turned five. I had held myself back a grade so we could start secondary school together next year. I didn’t want us to be separated, didn’t want to grow up without my sister.

“Don’t leave me,” I whispered as we lay in my bed that night, watching the Albion sky twinkle. She knew I would’ve followed her anywhere but there. She knew what magic meant to me. She knew what it did to our father.

Olivia reached for my hand, squeezed it, and promised, “I will never leave you, Vi.”

Then she did.






MONDAY, NOVEMBER 15, 1939

Twelve years later, I know more than I care to about Gorhail Institute of Magic, the mages who go there, and the dangers lurking on the outside. I loathe it for taking away my sister, but if I’m honest, I’m jealous that she chose Gorhail over me.

The dead still talk to me in riddles that I spend too much time deciphering. Sometimes, their last words are as simple as a confession. Other times, they have me run errands across town. As I stand before this old lady’s open casket in a stiff dining room, I know today’s an errands day.

The dead woman’s white hair is meticulously combed. Sapphires in her earrings, necklace, and ring tell me that this family is superstitious, probably devout followers of the God of Death. It’s ironic to me that nonmagi uphold mage traditions when their spirits go to Orga—the afterlife for the nonmagical among us. It doesn’t matter how much jewelry they bury with their dead. The God of Death will never let a nonmagi cross into the Underworld.

My hand hovers over hers. It reminds me of Nan’s, frail and wrinkled from decades of years well lived. I don’t know why I hesitate—maybe because this is a private viewing at someone’s home or maybe seeing all the love poured into preparing her body for burial makes me feel like a predator. It would have been a different story had they sent her to Dearly Departed, the funeral home where I work; I would’ve felt less guilty about encroaching on a family’s grief. But death magic cares little about privacy. It rings in my ears, demanding to be quelled—and I, an unwilling servant of Death, like my sanity intact.

Ten minutes have passed since I walked through this small house. Instead of hurrying, I am questioning my morals. The quiet chatter of mourners drones in the adjacent room; they’re gathered around the kitchen island, most of them holding steaming cups of tea that they’ll drink to honor the deceased, a typical funeral custom in Albion. I hope I’m not expected to join them after I pay my respects.

My pulse rises. I’ve been here too long.

Someone will question my presence, and I will have to leave without releasing my magic. But this woman deserves to have her last words heard, her final wishes fulfilled. And I suppose that’s how I manage to live with this despicable magic: I tell myself I am helping.

Blowing out a breath, I close my fingers around her cold, stiff hand. The chill creeps along my arm and crawls around my throat until I stop breathing. Stop and listen, the magic always seems to say. The old lady’s eyes open to cloudy white irises. I look at her dry, pale lips. They never move. Instead, a sweet, old, textured voice speaks, Where the sun meets the moon, the cat sleeps.

“Bloody saints,” I mutter, pulling my hand away. Another ridiculous riddle, and if I don’t solve it, the incessant ringing in my ear will erode every corner of my brain. My stomach growls; I skipped lunch to be here, and right now, I have very little regard for where the sun and the moon meet.

Behind me, gentle footsteps click on the floorboard. My breath catches into my breastbone. Leaving now would be suspicious. If they ask why I’m here, I’ll tell them I’ve occasionally helped the lady with her garden. “The lady.” I don’t even know her name.

“Subtlety is still not your forte, I see,” a musical voice whispers next to me. “This is the second time this year I find you at a random person’s funeral.”

My lungs relax. Olivia stands to my right, decked out in a light pink sweater and a long white pleated skirt. She looks like a pink peony against the somber room. Now they’re definitely going to know we don’t belong here.

“I don’t work on weekends, and there were no new bodies this morning. I need to expel the magic somehow.” I hook my arm through hers, hurrying us to the door before we run into the family. “You didn’t tell me you were visiting today,” I say. She usually visits twice a year, once during the Pine Festival and the second time during the Midsummer Festival, neither of which is today. When she was at the academy, I used to see her every month, but the institute heavily controls the movement of their mages, so my sister’s visits have become my personal favorite holidays.

“Surprise.” Her lips curve up in a mischievous smile. Then she nods at a picture of the dead woman on the wall in the sitting room. “A riddle, I imagine.”

“How did you know?”

“You cursed.” She lifts her eyebrows. “You never curse.” She pauses, then asks, “What did she say?”

The last words of the dead are sacred. Speak them, and you’ll meet your end. Nan’s warning rings in my head, but I don’t keep secrets from my sister. It’s been twelve years, and I’ve shared the last words of the dead with Olivia more times than I can count. Sometimes, out of necessity; other times, to help me solve riddles. And we’re both still alive. “Where the sun meets the moon, the cat sleeps,” I whisper, my eyes darting to the three people glaring at us from the living room as we walk by.

We’re almost to the entryway when a woman in her late fifties stops us. She looks like a younger version of the deceased. “Thank you for coming,” she croaks. “How did you know my mother?”

“I…” I didn’t.

Olivia lets go of my hand. In two steps, she’s hugging the woman. “We are so sorry about your mother,” she says. Then she quietly adds, “Where the sun meets the moon, the cat sleeps.”

The woman’s eyes widen as Olivia lets go of her. The pause between them gnaws at my insides. I bite my lips, waiting. This can go one of two ways—Albion’s general sentiment around mages is either overt enthusiasm or downright fear. As much as I tell myself I don’t care, it always hurts to see that flicker of terror across their eyes when they meet a mage. It may not be directed at me, but it crushes me all the same. I am not like the other mages, I always want to say. I try to use my magic to help. Still, I cannot blame their sentiment. I do not fear mages. I hate them.

“He’s in the treehouse. My granddaughter’s cat. Someone left the door open yesterday and Buttons ran out. We thought we’d never see him again.” The woman’s eyes brim with tears. She takes Olivia’s hands between hers. “Thank you,” she says. Of course she would be grateful; their family worships the God of Death. It’s ironic, how much Olivia fits into a world that isn’t her own; she carries magic with pride while I carry it as a burden.

“May Death light her way,” Olivia whispers, and I give the woman a quick nod, my cheeks warm with the thought of a child reunited with her cat. I don’t even notice the lull in my ears until Olivia and I walk out of the house.

“You’re welcome,” Olivia teases as we begin our fifteen-minute walk home. She enjoys everything that comes with being a mage, loves everything I despise. How wicked are the Gods? They gave magic to the wrong sister.

Our house sits at the end of a cul-de-sac, with Nan’s rose garden spanning the front and back. After Nan died and Olivia left, tending to the roses became my only comfort. At first, they were dying, but over time, I’ve managed to grow thirty-three different varieties.

“Olivia,” Mother calls out from the front porch. She runs down the wobbly wooden stairs, down the pathway, her dress brushing along the fresh blooms of a rare hybrid I’ve been nurturing for the last three years. The petals fall to the ground, and my breath hitches.

Mother pushes me aside, taking Olivia in her arms. “What a lovely surprise—I didn’t think I’d see you so soon.”

“Mama, I’ve missed you so.” Olivia kisses her cheeks. “I wish I could stay longer, but I’m only here to get a book to study for my promotional exam this week.”

“I can’t believe you’ll be promoted to High Magus soon,” our mother says, holding Olivia’s face. “I am so proud of you.”

I share both her pride and her disbelief, albeit for different reasons. I don’t need any reason to be proud of Olivia, but I cannot believe she’s lasted four years at the institute without being caught. When she passes her promotional exam, she’ll be the first nonmagi with a High Magus rank. More importantly, she’ll finally be free to leave Gorhail. After earning my mastery in botany last November, I’ve been counting the days until her graduation.

Leaving me behind, Mother walks Olivia to the house, trampling over the pink petals from my roses. It’s always disconcerting seeing them together. We may be sisters, but Olivia is a mirror of our mother. They both look like they belong here in Albion, with their green eyes, mildly tan skin, and dark brown hair. They even style it the same, loose curls falling mid-back. I share Nan’s golden-brown skin, dark eyes, and black hair. With her gone, I feel like the roses, scattered on the ground, crushed by the boots of a woman who should have nurtured them.

When I walk through the front door, Mother is already pouring two cups of tea. I take off my shoes and dart across the kitchen, squeezing myself between the sideboard and the backs of the dining chairs, and make a beeline for the stairs. Early this morning, the mailman brought two letters bearing the golden seal of DOTS, the Department of the Supernatural, for Olivia.

“Viola, do you not care that your sister is home?” Mother asks quietly. The silent threat between her words dares me to take the first step up the stairs. For a split second, I consider it, but her sharp inhale pulls me back.

“Of course I do.” My feet drag to the wooden kitchen table covered in a gaudy pumpkin-patterned tablecloth, where she placed two steaming cups of tea next to each other at the head of the table. I settle in the seat farthest from them, although it makes no difference because any room with my mother in it feels small. Even smaller when Olivia is here.

“How is work?” Olivia’s eyes wince in apology. She slides her cup toward me even though I’m too far to reach it, but I shake my head. Mother’s tea is as bitter as her tongue.

“Good,” I reply. I know Olivia’s trying to include me, but the less I say, the fewer opportunities Mother has to ridicule me.

“You’ve been at that funeral home for four years now.” Mother takes a sip. There we go. “It’s not a forever job.”

“It pays.” I sigh. “I’m saving for a postgrad botany program in Osneau.”

“Osneau.” She lifts a brow. If I didn’t know better, I would think she was taking interest in my future. She crushes that thought immediately. “Pity you cannot join your sister. Gorhail takes care of all expenses.”

“It’s a pity indeed,” I mutter.

After a tense silence, Olivia taps her watch and gets up. “Mama, I am so sorry, I don’t have much time before curfew. I’ll get my book while the tea cools. Vi, will you help me?”

She doesn’t have to ask twice. I’m already out of my seat and climbing the stairs, grateful for any excuse to get out of there.

The attic door opens with a familiar creak that doubles as an alarm on the rare times Mother comes up here. Despite it being the middle of the day, the single round window toward the back of the room only lights up a few feet. I flip on the switch to the right of the entrance, and Nan’s favorite old chandelier that she picked up from a local thrift store illuminates the room, giving life to the rows of books on the walls. It may be old and stuffy up here, but it wraps me with the same comfort as Nan’s embrace.

After Olivia left for Gorhail, I spent most of my days reading the stories in Nan’s journals, glossing over intricate drawings of skeletons straight out of a horror movie. I perused thousands of handwritten notes about Gorhail’s Houses, classes, relics, and poachers who hunt mages that only strengthened my desire to stay away from that place. The only silver lining was helping my sister with her death magic homework when she was at the academy.

“They don’t have wares like Nan’s chandelier at Gorhail,” she muses, studying the ceiling. “Sometimes, I miss the mundane.”

Before I’m able to reply, she skips her way to the wall of dusty books in the far left of the room. I recently unpacked them from one of Nan’s old crates and haven’t gotten around to dusting them. I’d wanted to sell Nan’s collection to the local bookshop to save for my move. Their fascination with mage history would see them spend a hefty sum on these ancient tomes.

“Did you know Gorhail still doesn’t run on electricity?” she asks.

I have half a mind to veer the conversation back to her missing the mundane. It’s a good sign that she does; it means she’s ready to come home. But I know my sister. If I bring it up, she will avoid the discussion until she leaves.

“How many candles do they burn through in a year?” I join her, coughing as her pink sleeve turns brown from wiping the cover of a worn-out book. She frowns at it, then puts it back.

“You’re funny,” she deadpans. “They use lamps powered with magic dust,” she says, her eyes slightly widening in wonder like they do every time she talks about Gorhail.

“That sounds innovative. Unnecessary, but innovative. Do they hate nonmagi so much that they created their own form of electricity?” I jest. She once told me about Gorhail’s attempt to use more nonmagi technology, which was cut short when a fire broke out in one of their Magisters’ offices. Perhaps it’s best they keep to magic.

She laughs. “When I was at the academy, I remember learning that they were fed up with the constant power cuts.”

I can’t blame them. Albion has at least two power cuts a week, more when it rains.

Olivia reaches for a book on the top shelf, and her sweater catches on her armcuff. Muttering a curse, she unclasps it and slides the polished brass relic out of her sleeve. It looks nothing like the intricate one she wore the last time I saw her, one that looked identical to Nan’s cuff.

“Is this a new cuff?”

“It is.” My sister’s eyes snap up at me, a devious grin playing on her lips. “A real one this time—my friend broke through the magic that prevented nonmagi from wearing relics. It does nothing for me, of course. Do you want to try it on?” She hands me her cuff, but I recoil.

“If you wore yours, you’d be able to speak to ghosts instead of only hearing the dead when you touch them.” She feigns a shudder, then bursts into laughter.

“Not funny.” I frown. I am terrified of ghosts, and I have no desire to explore this curse that flows through my veins. I’m glad she doesn’t have to experience the harrowing sound in my ears if I don’t use my magic for a while, or if I take too long to solve a riddle. “It’s easy to jest when you don’t have to carry the weight of the unfulfilled dead.”

Her laugh falters, an uncomfortable yet familiar silence settling between us—whenever we talk about my magic or about Olivia leaving Gorhail.

“I asked my friend about the constant noise in a whisperer’s ears. Wearing Nan’s cuff will contain the magic so the ringing stops.” She regards me with concern. “I fear it will only worsen as you age. Mages aren’t supposed to be without their relics, Vi. At some point, the dead bodies won’t be enough.”

I shake my head. I’m thriving without the relic, and I refuse to let a piece of metal dictate my life. Once I’m up in Osneau, I will find a Sealer—exiled mages who can rid any person of their magic. And I’ll finally be normal.

“And what did your friend say about nonmagi with fake relics?” I give her a pointed look, my lips tugging upward. I hope she follows my lead. “It’s been twelve years, and they still haven’t caught you. I’m impressed.”

“Why the sudden suspicion?” She clips her cuff back on, then snorts. “Do you think the relic gave me magic overnight?”

I roll my eyes. Relics store magic. The older the relic, the more magic it stores. It doesn’t grant magic, although for Olivia’s sake, I wish it did. And if it did, I’d run to my room to retrieve Nan’s cuff and give it to her.

She’s so happy at Gorhail, so I hate myself for what I’m about to say.

“Two mages turned up dead at work last week.” I hesitate. “Maybe it’s time to come home.”

The uncomfortable silence is back, but this time, I’m not letting up.

“Vi,” she finally sighs, pushing in the book she was about to retrieve. “They both knew the risk of leaving school grounds after curfew. Even nonmagi know not to venture into Gorhail Woods after sundown, and they’re not even the target of poachers.”

“Please, Ole.” I hold her gaze. The slight twitch in her bottom lip gives me hope, but then she breaks our stare and continues to peruse Nan’s bookshelves, crushing my sliver of optimism. Still, I have to keep trying.

“Why did you go?” The last time I asked was during her first Midsummer break from the academy. She hadn’t replied and had begun distancing herself from me, so I never asked again.

At first, I thought she would come home after the academy, but when she willingly enrolled at Gorhail Institute, I felt a betrayal so deep I didn’t reply to any of her letters for a month. Then I saw how happy she was, how she spoke of her friends with so much love. I realized I was selfish to want her to come home. But that was then. Mages weren’t turning up dead every other week.

Olivia clears her throat. She turns to me, her face solemn. “Do you think Gorhail would’ve believed that Rhea Corvi died without leaving a legacy? Father died before her, so it was only logical that her cuff was passed to one of us.” She gives me a weak smile, and guilt knots my throat. She knew I didn’t want to go; I spent years telling her how much I hated magic, how much I hated Gorhail. She went because of me.

Deep down, I had known the reason, but I needed Olivia to tell me.

“DOTS has relic trackers,” she continues. “Every time a relicsmith crafts a relic, they make a tracker that tells DOTS whether the relic is dead, dormant, or alive. They would’ve broken into our house to find the famed Corvi relic.” She breathes out, and her eyes twinkle with tears. All these years, she took my place so I wouldn’t be somewhere I hated, so Gorhail would think they have eyes on Nan’s cuff, so they would leave me alone. And I had the audacity to be angry when she chose to stay. Of course, she’d stay. Gorhail was all she’d known growing up, and I expected her to leave that comfort and reassimilate into a world she was no longer a part of.

I pull my sister into a tight hug, and she wraps her arms around me, occasionally patting me on the back. It’s all I can muster to thank her for saving me years of a life I didn’t want. My beautiful sister was only nine then and so clever. But now, it’s my turn to save her.

Too soon, she begins to pull away. “I love you, too, Vi, but I have to hurry. You don’t want me to end up like those mages who missed curfew, do you?”

“Olivia,” I exclaim, stepping back. “Don’t joke about that.”

Olivia bites her laugh and goes back to looking for her book. Her fingers land on an old leatherbound tome. The spine is a stunning weave of red, blue, and silver. It’s one of the books I shelved last week. Olivia grabs it, wipes off the front, and smiles with satisfaction.

“I’ve been accepted to Osneau’s Postgraduate School of Botany,” I blurt out, and her eyebrows shoot up. She has to leave Gorhail with me. I will make sure of it.

“Vi,” Olivia exclaims. “That’s incredible. They only take fifty students a year.”

I nod, looking down. “Come with me to Osneau. I’ll wait until your promotional exam is over. I— I saved enough for a place.” I haven’t. In fact, I will have to use the tuition money I saved to afford a room for the two of us, but I would give up on my dreams if it meant that I could keep my sister safe.

“Viola—” It’s never a good thing when she uses my full name.

“Think about it,” I implore. “Plenty of mages stop at High Magus. You don’t need to sink four more years into Gorhail for Grand Magus. And it’ll become harder and harder to hide. The other classes of magic aren’t as theoretical as death magic.”

“I…” She hesitates. “I’ve built a life there, Vi. I have friends and people I care so much about. Leaving would be selfish.”

Don’t you care about me, I want to scream. Is it selfish to want to keep you safe? Maybe she’s blinded by the glamours of the magic world. “You’ve been gone over a decade, Ole. I want my sister back. I need you back. Please.”

Her eyes soften, and she sucks in her lips. We fall back into our usual discomfort around this subject, and the growing silence between us dashes any hope for an answer. With a long sigh, she leads me to the door, and I follow her down the stairs.

We reach the kitchen, and Mother pushes herself out of her chair with a screech that makes me want to claw my ears out. “Don’t drink too fast.” She rubs Olivia’s back as she chugs the tea.

“Sorry, Mama, I have to run. Thanks for the tea.”

“Ole,” I stop her. “Letters from DOTS came in the mail this morning. They’re in my room. Should I get them?”

She shakes her head while carefully placing the book in her canvas bag. “I’ll grab them when I come back after my promotional exam.” She pauses, then looks at Mother. “Mama, my exam is on Friday. Then some friends and I are going on a trip to Wanora over the weekend.”

“Oh,” Mother utters, hiding her disappointment with a grimace of a smile. “Perhaps I could join you toward the end of the trip and we can spend some time at the beach?”

Olivia hugs Mother tight. “I would love that. See you next Monday at the Salt Rock Inn? Join us if you’re free, Vi.”

Mother’s nose is already flaring, her ears red as a tomato. “Sure,” I reply, “I’ll take the week off and we can travel up the coast to Osneau.”

As she’s about to walk out, she turns to me with a sigh. Then I hear them: the words that will haunt me forever. Olivia’s voice, small, tender, and full of promise. “Let’s talk on Monday.”









Aspier (n)—Poison magic relic. Snakelike.

Aspiers are the only living relics.

All magic comes at a cost except poison magic.

It’s a privilege to belong to the House of the Chosen.

JOURNAL OF SILEAS RONIN, THE FIRST FOUNDER
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TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 16, 1939

I do not fear death. Not when it stares me in the face, not when it draws its blade, and not when it plunges straight into my heart. I do not fear death because I cannot die.

“Your recklessness will cost us one of these days,” Gryff snaps as he pulls his dagger from the poacher’s neck. The same poacher who, moments ago, stabbed me with glee. My best friend wipes his blade on his black combat trousers, sighing at the man’s dead body. This morning’s Firstline recruitment trial in Gorhail Woods ended face-to-face with the worst kind of poacher, one who kills mages for our relics.

“If you fail recruitment…” Gryff lowers his voice so the other two Firstline hopefuls don’t hear. We’ve all traded our free time for Secondline uniforms, toiling every weekend and university holiday on patrol units around Gorhail Woods, training to become worthy Firstline field agents, so the idea of any of us failing recruitment is sickening.

This year, Firstline—DOTS’s law enforcement division—insisted on setting their biannual recruitment trial right outside of Gorhail Institute. Usually, potential recruits are sent directly to the field, without a care about whether they make it back alive or dead. With registration at an all-time low for the second year in a row, suddenly, we—Secondliners—have gone from disposable to valuable.

“I’m not worried. Firstline won’t pass up a healing aspier who doesn’t need recovery.” I gesture to my left forearm, where Railesza’s fangs are still in my veins. Her emerald scales glisten under the shy glow of the sun behind the pillow of clouds.

“You may be immortal, but the rest of us aren’t.” Gryff’s voice pulls me back to the poacher at our feet, whose blood is staining the pristine, fresh snow crimson. Scum. I would’ve kicked his body if the recruitment officer wasn’t hovering around.

“It was not by choice,” I snap, clawing at the golden aspier around my neck. Another futile attempt.

Overseer Paltro, our acting recruitment officer, looks at me like I’ve suddenly grown three heads. His graying hair, sunken eyes, and wrinkled skin make him look like the human version of a gargoyle.

“Mr. Archyr, it is the greatest honor to wield the Imortalis.” He swats my hand away from my neck. “Don’t throw away your father’s sacrifice.”

Ah, there it is. The constant reminder that I am the reason my father is dead. That I should be thankful to inherit these relics that were never supposed to be mine.

The golden aspier, the Imortalis—or, simply, Raiek—sits cold against my skin. To nonmagi, he looks like a necklace of woven gold. To everyone else, he earns wide eyes and silent gasps. Raiek once belonged to the founder of the House of Poison, my ancestor and namesake, Sileas Ronin. Together with Faro’s Cuff from the House of Death, and the Arkani Coin from the House of Arcane, it completes the Founders’ Trinity—the three relics of immortality used to build Gorhail. Now, two of them are locked up in Gorhail’s vaults and one chokes me with responsibility that I do not want.

My mother used to wear the Imortalis. Right before she died, she gave him to my father. Over two decades later, as I watched a poacher kill Dad, both Raiek and Railesza—his own healing aspier—passed to me.

As if she can hear my thoughts, Railesza unhooks her fangs and gives me a sad look before coiling around my left forearm. She and Raiek are permanent reminders of the parents I no longer have. Then my own relic warms against my right wrist, to tell me that he is here, and we have each other, like we’ve had since I was five. A year after Mom died, Dad brought him to me. A small, black killer aspier I named Raiku because I saw the name scribbled in one of her notebooks.

Aspieri aren’t supposed to have more than one relic. DOTS—the Department of the Supernatural—advises us to lock our heirloom aspiers in our family vaults in case our own aspiers are stolen or killed by poachers. Most Aspieri abide by the advice, although a few bolder ones wield multiples. Often, they’re the ones poachers track and kill. But Raiek cannot be taken off, and I don’t have the heart to part from Railesza. She lost Dad, too.

“Why is everyone acting like I wanted to be immortal?” I shift my glare from Gryff to Paltro.

“I didn’t mean…” Paltro places a hand on my shoulder. “The Imortalis chose you, Sylas. Like it did your father before you, and your mother before him.”

Chose. What a funny word. If Raiek had to choose, he would’ve let me die, I’m certain. “It doesn’t matter what you meant. They’re both dead.” I look at Gryff, hoping he’ll get me out of this conversation. My father was Paltro’s second on the field for decades; he was to Dad what Gryff is to me, a shadow, a confidant, a sworn ally. Sometimes, I forget that Paltro took the job as head of the House of Poison only because Dad entrusted my siblings and me to his guardianship. He didn’t have to abandon his position as Chief of Firstline, but he did. For us. And now, my ingratitude nooses around my neck.

Paltro considers me for a moment. Then he sighs, and ushers the four of us toward the northern entrance. The silhouette of Gorhail Institute rises above the fog—three black spires, evenly spaced, for each of the three Houses: the tallest one for the House of Poison; the middle one, with four smaller spires around the roof, signifying the merging of four disciplines to form the House of Arcane; and finally, the ugliest of the three, a partially rusted turret that looks like the House it represents, the House of Death.

“What’s that?” I ask, my eyes trailing uphill. Not far from the northern gates of Gorhail, a thick brown covering drapes over a mound of snow that wasn’t there when we left this morning. I lower my arm, and Railesza slithers off first. We trudge behind her, steps cautious, daggers out. For all we know, this could be a poacher’s trap. Unlikely, given the proximity to Gorhail, but caution is never excessive with poachers.

“Halt,” Paltro orders. He kneels, pulling the covering up.

A body lies in front of him. Underneath, the snow is brown. Gods, did poachers do this?

Next to me, the shorter Firstline hopeful gags. If I were him, I’d have held it until after Paltro left. “Dismissed. Retrials in six months,” Paltro says without looking at him.

“You can’t—” the second one protests. Paltro stops her with a hand, his eyes still locked on the body. “Dismissed. Retrials in a year. Anyone else?”

The two Aspieri walk away with muttered curses. Bold. Even I wouldn’t dare curse in the vicinity of Paltro. Under normal circumstances, he would’ve demoted them by one rank, but he is too preoccupied. “Approach,” he tells Gryff and me, and we do.

A young man, a year above me, stares into nothingness. I recognize him. Victor Carver, a Grand Magus, from the House of Arcane. We’ve trained with him on the field before and even shared a few patrol rounds last year, then he abruptly left Secondline. He was brilliant, albeit sometimes distracted. But he wasn’t careless.

“Poachers. An unfortunate incident,” Paltro says. “How would you proceed from here?”

“Take the body to Gorhail,” Gryff replies methodically. “Call in the report to Firstline, and send a unit from Secondline to investigate.”

I don’t answer. The corpse of a Grand Magus lies cold in the snow, two steps from Gorhail, and Paltro chooses to use it as a teaching moment? He didn’t even check for a pulse.

“Archyr?” Paltro looks at me.

I gulp. “I… uh…”

Paltro’s shoulders fall. He gently covers the body back up, then rises to his feet, facing Gryff and me. “Darro, you’ve been an asset to Secondline for the last four years. It has been an honor watching you evolve as a patrol leader. Congratulations, you’ve been drafted to Firstline with my highest recommendation as field leader.” Paltro pats him on the shoulder. “Report to DOTS by noon.”

A dead mage is at our feet, and Paltro’s assigning promotions. Does he not care because Victor’s from a different House? I don’t know him to be this… cold, like the rest of our institution, thinking of mages as disposable, their deaths inconsequential.

Paltro adjusts his silver, round glasses and clears his throat. “Archyr, like Darro, you’ve served as an excellent patrol leader. You are undoubtedly your mother’s son. Brilliant and resourceful, but also reckless, stubborn, over-confident, and far too emotional. While these qualities served her as the Deathbringer’s second, Darro has better to do than to babysit you on duty.”

“I don’t need babysitting.” I frown. “A mage was killed, Uncle—”

He raises his eyebrows. A mage was killed; there’s nothing I can do other than follow protocol. If I want my place on Firstline, I cannot question leadership. “It won’t happen again.” I lower my head.

“And yet, it has been happening again for four months, since your father’s death.” Paltro scribbles on his notepad. I stare at him with bated breath. He can’t be considering dismissal.

“Overseer—” Gryff interjects, but Paltro raises his palm. I realize that he’s already made his decision, even before we set foot in Gorhail Woods this morning. This is ludicrous; I belong in Firstline.

“On the other hand,” Paltro begins. “Railesza is a necessary addition to Firstline, especially with poacher activity increasing in all Ten Provinces…” He glances at Victor’s body. “And mages turning up dead right outside of Gorhail’s walls.”

At the mention of her name, Railesza takes a weary look at Paltro and then slithers back to my arm and coils herself to sleep.

“Uncle, Dad wanted me to join Firstline… to follow in his footsteps,” I try, hoping the mention of my father sways him. He knows I’ve been itching to track down and kill the poachers who stole him away from us. That he doesn’t want to do the same angers me. If poachers murdered Gryff, I wouldn’t rest a day until I bled them dry.

Paltro hums, giving me one final nod. “Retrials in six months. Dismissed.”

Retrials? I am the best Aspieri in Secondline, after Gryff. They need me. They need Railesza. He knows what this means to me. How could he do this?

“Leave the body untouched, and not a mention of this to anyone. We don’t need Aspieri associated with the death of an Arkani.” His loose black coat billows in the wind as he walks across to the gates of Gorhail, his boots crushing away my life’s purpose.

This isn’t how I thought my Tuesday would go. A dead mage at our doorstep, Paltro shrugging it off as a random poacher kill, and my failing recruitment.

I crouch next to Victor’s body, lifting the brown coat that covers him. His wounds are long, deep cuts that run across his chest. They look more like the work of an animal than a poacher’s dagger. As I notice the distinct claw marks at the base of his neck, a chill runs down my arms. Not an animal. A Mortemagi versed in blood magic. The covering makes sense now—only they go out of their way to cover the dead, as if this modicum of respect absolves them of being cold-blooded murderers.

“Sy,” Gryff says. “Don’t touch the body.”

I glower up at him. “Victor Carver was a stellar illusionist. This doesn’t make sense.”

Grand Magus Carver was one of the youngest mages about to acquire his last rank—Magus Principalis—from the House of Poison. With his Secondline training and extensive knowledge of death magic, he should have known how to fight a Mortemagi poacher.

“Firstline will investigate.” Gryff gestures to the gate. “Let’s go.”

What Firstline will do is toss his body to the nearest morgue and write off his death as an accident. That’s what they did to Dad. They didn’t care to investigate how the poachers knew where we would be. Didn’t care about his decades of service as one of their best investigators.

“You are such a stickler for the rules. This administration wouldn’t even think twice before executing you,” I mutter, but as soon as the words leave my mouth, I regret them.

My eyes lower to Freya, his teal aspier, slithering around his hand, a flash of silver catching the light of the sun. Everyone thinks it’s endearing that he gave his aspier a necklace; it’s common for Aspieri from the province of Wanora, Gryff’s birthplace. No one sees it for what it is—a curled manipulator Arkani relic. No one would question it either. Aspieri cross-mages are rare because aspiers are notorious for rejecting secondary relics.

“I have to be, Sylas.” He kicks the fresh snow.

“I know…” I trail. “Sorry, I…” I’m apologizing for more than my statement. By failing recruitment, I let him down.

“Who will cover for me on the field?” His voice breaks. I already know where this is going. We were supposed to join Firstline together. Him as a field leader, and me as his second. “If they find out I’m a crossmage, you know they’ll take Freya and seal my Arkani magic. That’s only if they’re lenient.”

Crossmages are shunned in most magical communities, supposedly because of the dangers of practicing more than one class of magic. But we all know the real reason. Purists make the rules, and anything that veers away from the ordinary needs to be controlled. DOTS’s anti-crossmage laws began soon after Gorhail was founded in the 1500s because of Rafael Grimm, a Mortemagi and Arkani crossmage they couldn’t control. Because of that one dangerous rogue, they punish generations and generations of crossmages for something they cannot change about themselves. As always, Mortemagi are at the source of every problem.

“You don’t think of anyone but yourself.” He holds my stare for a second, then walks away. “People like me… we don’t have a choice, Sylas. Our only hope is to join the ranks to try to change the system from within.”

With one last look at Victor, I fall into step with him, mumbling another quiet apology, but it’s useless. I let us both down. My recklessness on patrol is only possible because of the steadiness of Gryff’s dagger. And now, I’m leaving him alone, where DOTS risks finding out he’s a cross-mage.

A rush of ice-cold air cuts my face as we march through the gates and uphill toward the institute. Our combat jackets aren’t nearly warm enough for the harsh winters of this town.

The black spires of the House of Poison welcome us into their shadows, towering over the rest of Gorhail. An intentional design, I’m sure, given that our House is the reason this institute even stands. We deserve no less; Aspieri are the only ones with living relics. We make up the majority of Firstliners, the law enforcement officials who keep the Ten Provinces safe from poachers and magical criminals, and we bring in the most research funds to Gorhail. However, I will never understand who put forth the idea that we only thrive in darkness. We enjoy the sun just as much as the House of Arcane and their three solariums.

We walk the length of a sheltered stone hallway, grateful for the brief reprieve from the slight drizzle of rain, and step onto the wet grass outside of Overseer Paltro’s office, a tiny wooden house with a chimney to the left of a statue. Our footsteps are loud against the silence between us.

“Youngest field leader is a fine title. Do you think it’ll fit on your uniform?” My poor attempt to lighten the mood earns a grunt. This is the first time in nineteen years that we’ll be separated. A knot forms in my stomach. Our paths have always been predictable, a constant in my life despite all the chaos. I would be lying if I said it didn’t scare me a little. He finally shakes his head. “Second to the Deathbringer.”

The Deathbringer was a legendary Aspieri. Mom used to tell us stories of when she worked alongside her in Firstline. She dismantled several poacher camps, brought some of the most dangerous criminals in, and she was the reason poachers were afraid to set foot in the province of Bale. Now that she’s gone, they’ve been back with a vengeance.

“The Deathbringer has been missing for twenty-three years. I doubt she’ll come back for her title.”

Gryff snorts, “If you ask Lyria, she’ll tell you that even missing, the Deathbringer’s legacy shadows us all.”

At the mention of my younger sister, my smile falters. “Don’t tell Lyria about my dismissal,” I warn quietly, pushing open the oak doors of the great hall of the House of Poison, Fang’s Nest.

“Congratulations!” A small voice carries over from the fireplace. Hunched over a notebook and a scatter of books, pens, and paper, Lyria doesn’t spare us a glance as she scratches something off her notes. Instead of sitting on any of the three sofas around her, she is on the floor, her bag spilling half its contents next to her legs.

“Do you have something against chairs?” I jest.

“I think better on the—” She lifts her head at us. “Haal, why do you look like death?”

I give Gryff a pointed look and settle in the armchair next to Lyria. The great hall is quiet at this time of day. A few Aspieri gather for tea on the deep green sofas in the middle of the hall. Fang’s Nest is designed like a flower, with coffee tables and plush velvet chairs in the center, doubling as our dining room in the morning, surrounded by different lounge sections. Lyria is by the fireplace so often that they should consider adding a plaque with her name on the mantel.

“Did you fail recruitment?” Lyria’s face falls as she looks between me and Gryff.

“No.” Gryff answers with a grimace.

My sister’s head snaps toward me. She clutches her heart, feigning outrage. “Sylas Archyr, you’re a disgrace to our name,” she says, unable to contain her smile. If it were up to Lyria, Gryff and I would’ve remained at Gorhail as long as she was there.

But instead of laughing at her quip, I wince. I am a disgrace to everyone.




Gryff’s farewell was filled with tears—mostly Lyria’s, who made him promise to write to her every week. She spent the whole rest of the morning lamenting about how far away DOTS stationed him. In the afternoon, as I’m trying to find peace in a cup of tea in the middle of Fang’s Nest, the laments continue.

“Couldn’t they have stationed him in Gorhail Woods?” Lyria sets her fork next to her untouched eggs.

“Secondline oversees Gorhail Woods, Lyr.” I sigh into my cup, but she already knows that. Maybe you should consider telling Gryff how you feel about him is what I really want to tell her. They both insist they are friends, yet they’ve both been acting like the other is going to war, never to be seen again.

“He’s one town over,” I deadpan. Gryff is stationed at DOTS headquarters in Riverview, only a half hour drive away. For reasons that do not concern me, my sister acts like they sent him across the country.

“Aren’t you late for class?” I ask. With Paltro dismissing me, I had to sign up for a few Grand Magus classes at the House of Arcane. Given that the ranks of Grand Magus and Magus Principalis do not have time off, I am looking at six excruciating months of back-to-back classes.

“I’m a Grand Magus, Sylas. I—” She sets down a stack of paper, and the nauseating royal-blue crest of the House of Death assaults me.

“Why do you have Death’s letterhead?” I interrupt her.

Lyria purses her lips, looking toward the lunch buffet behind me. Then she takes a deep breath. “Beau and I have requested to continue Mom’s lifedrain research at the House of Death.”

I stare at her blankly. Mom’s lifedrain theory is an extension of Grimm’s own theory, where he discovered how to transfer lifeblood—years of a mage’s life—from one mage to another. Of course, our mother’s research was not this sinister; she was trying to help Mortemagi heal instead of draining their years for blood magic. And they rewarded her by killing her.

Why would my siblings willingly go to the House of the Forsaken? Nothing good comes out of that place, only manipulation, murder, and betrayal. Their history is rooted in bloodshed; their mages rooted in death. Literally.

“Why?” My shoulders stiffen. “That wretched House killed Mom.”

“One bad Mortemagi, Sylas.” Lyria draws her notebook from her bag and shoves it under my nose, and all I can make out are sketches of dead flowers, aspiers, living flowers, and a series of complex equations that fly over my head.

“I think Beau and I solved her theory,” she exclaims, eyes wide. She looks so much like our mother. She has the same long black hair, the same big brown eyes that sparkle every time she gets excited, the same tawny-brown skin, the same button nose, but her smile is Dad’s. Mine is Mom’s.

Memories of us all together flood my mind. My chest tightens, and I inhale, tucking away my grief as I’ve done the past four months. It’s not coming out today, not in front of Lyria. I slip my mask on, looking straight at her. How could she even consider this? “Mom was killed in the middle of her research, the same research you and Beau want to pursue.”

“Sylas…” Lyria hesitates for a moment. “I’m going to finish what she started.” She raises her chin. Gods, she looks so much like Mom, my chest aches. “I owe it to her.”

My sister is the model student Overseer Paltro dreams about every time he sees me. Gorhail’s golden child, only twenty-two and already a Grand Magus. I’m sure everyone curses the rule of heirloom relics passing onto the firstborn child. I don’t deserve the Imortalis or Railesza.

“House of Death.” I fake a shudder. “They drag their feet around like the wraiths they bargain with.” The House of Death is notorious for rejecting Aspieri applications, and the House of Poison returns the favor. This is why there are so few Aspieri or Mortemagi Magus Principalis; the animosity between Houses prevents mages from earning their last rank. One can only hope they will reject both my siblings out of spite.

Lyria glares at me. “Whisperers are the only ones who bargain with ghosts. The rest are just like you and me.”

“Until they kill you,” I reply, and she rolls her eyes. But I am not letting this go. “If you don’t want me to lobby Paltro to deny your application, help me take Raiek off.”

A sore subject with my sister. Now she’ll understand how I feel about her walking into a death trap.

“The Imortalis cannot be taken, only given in a time of need,” she recites from one of our textbooks. “Absolutely not.”

“Lyr—” I start, but her glare pins my lips shut.

“You know, I’m the only one who could bypass the magic because we share the same blood.” She places her notebook in her backpack, pushes her plate aside, and folds her arms on the table. “But I’m not an idiot, Sy. The second Raiek is off, you’re going to do something stupid and get yourself killed. Gryff told me about your recklessness on duty since Dad’s death. You can’t let your unfounded guilt dictate your will to live.”

Is friendship no longer sacred? Besides, what was I thinking bringing this up again, when she’s already refused twice?

Lyria meets my eyes with tears, and the hairline crack in my heart grows bigger. “You’re all Beau and I have left,” she mumbles.

I reach over the table and gather her small hands in mine. “I’m sorry, Lyr. I shouldn’t… I don’t want you and Beau to study at the House of Death.”

But it’s too late. My apologies mean nothing now. I shouldn’t have gone there. “Dad saved you because he wanted you to live, Sy.” A tear rolls down her cheek. I stare at it, contemplating my selfishness. “Don’t leave us, too.”

I squeeze her hands and promise her I won’t go anywhere. But inside me, a fight is brewing. How do I live with the guilt that my father died because of me? How do I tell Lyria that if it weren’t for my brazen foolishness, Dad would still be alive? For that alone, I deserve the worst fate. Perhaps one day, she will understand.

“Sylas, why are you always making our sister cry?” Beau sighs as he walks toward us and sets a stack of books on the plush chair between Lyria and me. A few months after Mom died, Dad adopted Beau after his own parents were killed on assignment. We grew up together, and in more ways than one, he was everything Lyria and I needed after losing our mother.

“The House of Death hates us.” I cut to the chase. I refuse to let either of them suffer the same fate as Mom.

“They are misunderstood.” Beau shakes his head. Of course he’d agree with Lyria. They are like twins—they’re the same age, and they do everything together. “It’s been a while since they’ve done anything out of line.”

A while? Has the House of Death poisoned their minds? I frown. “Do you forget that Mortemagi are the reason poachers even exist?”

Four hundred years ago, Rafael Grimm started a cult of mages without limits. He openly defied the founders’ principles of using magic only for communal progress. He taught his followers forbidden lifeblood magic, and when he died, his legacy lived on through the criminals he trained. And because they’d never be able to go to a relicsmith for new relics, they became poachers—harvesting dead relics so they can be reforged into ones they can use.

“And you”—I turn to Lyria—“Gryff’s right to practice magic is constantly threatened because of them.”

Lyria looks at Beau, chewing her lips. She always does this when I remind her of the harm Mortemagi have caused everyone.

“Even Gryff doesn’t hate them, though.” Beau speaks in her place. “Does your prejudice toward Mortemagi make you forget that there are Arkani poachers and maybe even Aspieri ones?”

Before I can answer, Fang’s Nest’s massive front doors slam open, shaking the ground. Every mage present looks up, their aspiers’ heads turned toward the entrance as Overseer Paltro storms in. The last time we had this much commotion was only ten days ago when two Year Eights died near Albion Creek. Gryff and I were a part of the Secondline unit who investigated their deaths, and we ruled it as yet another poacher attack.

Paltro strides straight toward us and pauses in front of my brother. His eyes are as sharp as his killer aspier’s. Both are locked on Beau. “Is there any reason your aspier’s venom would be in Victor Carver’s blood?”

I slowly get up, and my sister does, too. We exchange a brief glance, both confused. Paltro’s making a mistake. Why would Silver’s venom be in Victor Carver’s blood? From the claw marks, it was clear a rogue Mortemagi killed him. Beau stares at Paltro, face as pale as a ghost. For a moment, I fear that my brother has died from our guardian’s question.

Lyria slips her cold hands through mine. “Who died?”

Paltro’s frown shifts to her. “Victor Carver from the House of Arcane was killed. We found Silver’s venom in his blood.”

“How?” Lyria gasps, but no one answers her.

“Beau didn’t even know Victor,” I argue, before Beau has a chance to respond. “You saw the claw marks, Uncle. Aspieri don’t have claws…”

Why isn’t Paltro questioning that Mortemagi who’d latched on to Victor recently? Every time I saw them together, he seemed desperate to get away from her.

“I—” Beau chews his bottom lip, and my stomach drops. Haal, what isn’t he telling us?

“What were you thinking?” Paltro raises his voice. “Unless you have a credible alibi, you’ll be sentenced to death without trial.”

Beau gulps, taking in slow, labored breaths. “I didn’t kill him,” he chokes as he turns to Lyria and me. “I didn’t, Sylas, you have to believe me. I didn’t.”

Of course I believe him.

“Uncle—” I don’t finish my thought, because the room darkens, a heaviness settling among us. All the air has been sucked from it along with any modicum of happiness. Even the aspiers coil into submission.

I don’t need to look to know who it is. Magus Principalis Matilda Rhodes, the dean of Gorhail, stands by the oak doors, casting a shadow over Fang’s Nest. She is impossibly tall; her black hair sticks to her skull like a second skin. Her lips are as red as her dress, and she glides toward us like an octopus. In my six years at Gorhail Institute, she’s never set foot in the House of Poison. The dean doesn’t leave her den often, and when she does, she’s out for blood.

“Mr. Cardot, my office, immediately,” she hisses.









Mortemagi are divided in two subclasses: whisperers and conduits.

Conduits can see ghosts but cannot hear them.

Whisperers can hear ghosts but cannot see them.

DAVIN GAREY, A SHORT STORY OF THE HOUSE OF DEATH, CHAPTER 3
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TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 16, 1939

The funeral home is always quiet on Tuesday mornings. The familiar earthy musk of the place is muddled with the lingering scent of roses, lilies, and carnations from one of last week’s funerals. All the decorative art is gone, and the old brass candleholders along the walls are empty again. Without them, the main room is barren of any personality— at least when we host funerals and memorials, the place comes… alive.

Mara, the mortician, isn’t here yet. For the last four years, I’ve been stealing these brief moments of solitude to visit the departed. Mara thinks my interest in the dead is bizarre at this age, but she’s never questioned me. Instead, she welcomed me with a job and the longest friendship I’ve had in Albion.

I slip my key in the front door, and it opens with a soft click. After dropping my bag behind the empty front desk, I pick up the broom and head to the cold room. No new bodies—great. I still have a few more hours before the ringing in my ears starts, a few more hours to hope for someone’s death. Do I hear myself? This magic is abhorrent. Maybe Olivia is right. I should wear the cuff so I can stop chasing after the dead. But that would mean trading my momentary peace for an open line with ghosts, and I’ll never be ready for that. Despite what Mother says, this is the perfect job: I’m helping people while saving enough money for Olivia and me to leave.

The front door clicks open, and I scurry out, leaving the sterile metal lockers of the cold room for the warmth of the wooden preparation room. My job is to make sure the right papers are filed and the right calls are placed, and occasionally, Mara will let me help prepare the dead for burial. When I get in earlier than her, I sweep the floors—always the best excuse should she catch me somewhere I’m not supposed to be.

“You’re here early.” Mara pokes her head through the door, her curly brown hair bouncing on her shoulders. Even in the dim light of the preparation room, I can see that she’s tired. “Viola, I’ve told you many times before. You don’t have to sweep the floors.”

“When I leave, you’ll miss my sweeping.” I bite down a smile as I set the broom against the wall and walk toward her. Sometimes, it’s hard to remember that she’s the funeral director of Dearly Departed, the only funeral home in the province of Bale. She acts less like a boss and more like a mentor to everyone who’s worked here.

“I will miss you.” She sighs, then leads us to the front desk. Now that we’re in front of the tall windows of the main room, I can see exactly how exhausted she looks. Dark circles line her eyes, and her shoulders sag as she reaches for her bag next to mine.

“You look tired,” I note. I want to tell her to take the day off to rest, but I don’t want to overstep. We may be friends, but I still work for her.

“Exhausting night.” She half smiles, pulling a wrapped sandwich from her bag. “Join me by the lake?”

“We can’t leave the place unattended.” I protest, but I’m already following her with my own breakfast. No one would rob a funeral home.

Mara and I met four years ago at the local bakery. She overheard when the baker sent me away as I was looking for a job and offered me a position as her administrative assistant. Thanks to her, I managed to save enough to move to Osneau, albeit with a slight change of plan now that I’m taking Olivia with me.

“When do you leave?” Mara asks.

“After my sister’s promotional exam, so in about a week.” I settle next to her on the cold bench and look out at the water as I peel my sandwich wrapper. Out here, the trees sway with the breeze, carrying some of their dark green leaves over the quiet ripples of the lake. The air is crisp but not unwelcome. The frost creeps under the sleeves of my sweater like a sharp caress. If I were superstitious, I would think this to be an omen. “I’m hoping she’ll come with me.”

“Viola.” Mara reaches for my arm, gently rubbing it. “Sometimes, it’s okay to go our separate ways. What is good for you may not be good for her.”

Mara doesn’t understand what’s at stake. Mages are dying, and Olivia could be next, for all I know. “True,” I reply quietly as I throw some of my bread to a couple of ducks paddling closer to us. I no longer have an appetite, neither for the food nor to continue the conversation about how I should leave Olivia behind.

“I know it’s not what you want to hear.” She sighs. “But you need to focus on your own future instead of trying to save everyone else. I’ve noticed how involved you are with our clients and it’s sweet, but the dead are dead, and you don’t owe them anything.”

I don’t know what to reply, so I settle on a smile. If I don’t help the dead, I will lose my mind. And if anything happens to Olivia at that wretched institute, I will never forgive myself.



When I reach home that evening, Mother stands in front of the stove, her hair pulled into a ponytail. If she hears me walk across the kitchen, she doesn’t acknowledge me. After Olivia left yesterday, I locked myself in my room to avoid her. Then, this morning, I left before she was even awake.

“Why do you always steal Olivia from me when she visits?”

Not this again. If I ignore her, she’ll follow me to my room, so I breathe in, willing myself to calm down. “Olivia is my sister.”

“She’s my daughter first.”

And what am I in this family? I clench my fists so hard my nails cut into my skin. I don’t remember a time when I talked back to my mother, so it comes as a surprise to us both when I say, “You need to stop acting like you only have one child.”

The metal spoon clangs on the floor, and she whirls around, eyes lit like the heart of a volcano about to erupt. She approaches. For a second, I think she’s going to hit me, but instead of backing off and apologizing, I take a step forward with my head held high.

Mother’s ears flush. She purses her lips, eyes twitching, her breath calculated. “Viola,” she says with a calm that crawls under my skin. My momentary boldness leaves me then, and I am ten years old again hiding in my room, waiting for her anger to dissipate.

“I miss her more than you do,” she says. It’s not a competition. I don’t complain when she hogs Olivia’s free time when she’s home from Gorhail on Midsummer break. I didn’t even say a word when they took a two-week trip to the province of Holm over the last Pine Festival break.

“I’m sorry,” I mumble. I’m not sure why I’m asking for forgiveness. With her, it always feels like I’m apologizing for existing. We stand in this awkward space, the same one in which we’ve found ourselves repeatedly since Olivia went to Gorhail. Me, apologizing for Mother’s shortcomings, and her, never admitting her faults. None of this would have happened if I had never found out I was a mage. Olivia would never have left, and Mother wouldn’t have grown resentful because of her absence.

I don’t wait for her to respond. Reality finally sinks into my bones: I have no choice but to leave Albion. This house, this town, this province, they’re all too crowded with metaphorical ghosts I will never be able to outrun Nan and Father’s death, Mother’s hatred, and the constant reminder that I threw my sister to the wolves.

I run up the stairs to the room Olivia and I used to share. Her side has been frozen in time, and above her bed is a string of glittery butterflies and twinkling lights that I still light up every night. I sit on her bed and let the smell of white roses on a rainy morning wrap around me. It takes me to a simpler time when our biggest worry was hiding from Nan after picking her precious roses from the garden. My side of the room is drab in comparison. Bare walls, a desk filled with empty pots, and books stacked to the ceiling. Most of them come from Nan’s library in the attic—it’s the only reason I know as much as I do about Gorhail and my whisperer magic, and the only reason I’ve managed to keep myself sane without a relic.

In the corner, two suitcases stare at me like old friends. I’ve packed and unpacked them countless times over the years, but I could never bring myself to leave Olivia. Deep down, I know Mara is right. I can’t force her to move with me, but what kind of sister would I be if I didn’t try? I sigh, looking out the window over my rose garden. Nan would’ve wanted me to protect her.

My peace doesn’t last long. The door creaks open, and Mother stands in the doorway. Under the faint glow of Olivia’s lights, she looks like she stepped out of a dark fairy tale.

“You look so much like her.”

I don’t need to ask. She means that I look like Nan. Would she have loved me if I looked more like her? Like Olivia does? Does she hate me because I remind her of Nan? Of Dad?

She strolls into the room and picks up one of Olivia’s old pictures of us. “The old crone always favored you.”

Now that’s a lie. Nan loved Olivia and me equally. She would sneak us treats from the candy shop, bring us new books to read, and listen to us ramble about stories we made up. Nan’s love for us lives in every corner of this house, and sometimes, I think it’s the only thing that gave me strength to stay.

Mother scoffs at my silence. “Do you think she knows my Olivia inherited her precious magic? Your sister saved this family’s reputation; she saved your grandmother’s family line after your father got himself killed.”

The only memories I have of my father are the ones I make up in my head from the only two pictures of him on the wall by the stairs. One with Mother on their wedding day, where he looks like he is attending a funeral. The second one a school portrait from the time he was at Gorhail. Every time I walk by it, I wonder if he would be disappointed in me for running away from the burden that he passed on to me. He died shortly after Olivia was born. Nan told us he miscalculated a spell, and it killed him. Ever since she told us that story, I’ve hated magic. I don’t want to die like him and leave my sister alone. This curse pulsing under my skin took so much from us. Maybe if Dad were still here, things would have been different. Olivia would never have gone to Gorhail, Mother would never have been so bitter, and maybe he could have helped me understand why he loved magic so much he died for it.

“Good night, Mother,” I reply, before crawling under the covers. I refuse to tangle myself in her fight of the week. When I open my eyes again, she’s gone.

Anxiety and anticipation don’t mix well, I learn every time I close my eyes, but soon enough, sleep envelops me, and I dream of her again.

It always starts with a woman with bangs and beautiful straight black hair that falls to her waist. She reads me a story about a girl who defied the odds. She strokes my hair with such gentleness. Everything about it is so vivid, but when she smiles at me, I always wake up.

When I close my eyes this time, I dream of falling into nothingness.
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TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 16, 1939

Dean Rhodes’s office is where happiness comes to die. It reeks of sterile surfaces and the faint smell of tulips.

“Mr. Archyr,” she says. “Are you Mr. Cardot’s keeper?”

“No, but—” I didn’t want Beau to come here alone, now that I know someone’s framing him for murder.

She ignores me and takes a seat behind her desk. “Victor Carver is dead.”

Beau doesn’t answer. This is exactly why I’m here. Because Beau would choose to walk to the execution block instead of explaining himself. “We’ve only heard it ten times in the last five minutes.” I roll my eyes. Next to me, Beau rubs his thumbs together, his eyes fixated on his hands.

“Victor’s relic is missing,” she continues. How is this news when relic poachers exist? They must have stolen it to be reforged. The market for counterfeit relics is huge. Although, the poachers risking capture so close to Gorhail only to get Victor’s relic doesn’t sit right with me. Relics are worthless once the mage is dead, and reforging doesn’t warrant the proximity to Gorhail. So it could have been anyone. Did he have enemies?

“Don’t you have those creepy eyes all over our House? Can’t you read them to see where Beau was when Victor died?” I snap. Rhodes is an accomplished Arkani Magus Principalis. Before taking on the position of dean at Gorhail, she used to be one of DOTS’s leading inventors. She largely contributed to the creation of dustmaker-powered cars.

At the request of the Grand House, many years ago, Rhodes enchanted a dozen glass eyeballs and had them placed in every corner of the House of Poison’s study hall and great hall. Serpent’s Den and Fang’s Nest are the only halls she watches. As if we’re some unruly degenerates, plotting the downfall of the institute. Yet, she won’t watch the real threats: the ones who’ve proven over and over that they don’t deserve our trust. The Mortemagi.

“I did,” she says. “And I saw nothing. Someone has tampered with my watchers.”

“Isn’t that proof enough? Beau could never do that!” I slam my hands on her desk. Rhodes’s face falls, and I find worry in her gaze. She wouldn’t have called Beau here if she didn’t believe in his innocence. “How much time can you buy us?”

“The Grand House has agreed to grant one day for us to conclude internal investigations.” Rhodes pulls open her drawer, retrieving a blank Gorhail letterhead.

When I don’t reply, she adds, “If there isn’t concrete evidence of his innocence by tomorrow, Beau will be executed without trial.” The Grand House—the governing power of all mages across the Ten Provinces of Draterra—would find the littlest excuse to condemn an Aspieri. They claim that we have too little regard for our fellow mages, that they often end up dead when paired with us on the field. As if it’s our fault they don’t know the limits of their own relics.

“I’ll see to it that we have concrete evidence.” I close my fists. Only Haal knows how we’ll prove his innocence.

Before dismissing us, Rhodes looks at Beau. “I would hate to lose one of my most brilliant students.”

And I would hate to lose my brother.

We walk out of Rhodes’s office, and I nearly bump into a small woman rushing in. It’s her—the Mortemagi who latches on to Victor like a leech. Why is she here? Does she know something about Victor’s murder?

“Go ahead,” I tell Beau. “I’ll meet you in our rooms.”

I retrace my steps until I’m out of sight but within earshot.

“Dean Rhodes, would you sign off on my exemption for practicals? I’m afraid I’ve lost the sight. I must be too stressed about my promotional exam.” The panic in her voice tells me there’s more to her request.

The door closes, and I realize why this Mortemagi has been sticking to Victor so closely. Victor, illusionist extraordinaire from the House of Arcane, dies, and this woman suddenly “loses” her sight. Even without their relics, conduits never lose their sight.

Haal, she’s a nonmagi.

Over the years, we’ve had a few nonmagi pretending to be mages— illusionists charge an outrageous amount of money for their trouble, although none have lasted as long as this one, as far as I’m aware. Unless Rhodes is too preoccupied with Victor’s murder to connect the dots, today is the day her carefully crafted facade will shatter.



“You have five minutes to tell me why Silver’s venom is in Victor’s blood,” I say the moment I step into our rooms. Lyria, Beau, and I share the House of Poison’s Founder’s Room. Every House has one and every descendant of a founder is privy to these large living spaces—three bedrooms, one kitchen, one living room, a study area, and an expansive personal vault downstairs. Is it unfair? Yes. But I’m never going to complain about not having to share a bathroom with four other mages in the common rooms.

Beau’s face is sullen. He sits on the navy velvet couch by the fireplace, fiddling with his aspier. Silver coils and uncoils around his arm, restless. When an Aspieri is executed, their aspiers are executed, too. After a long pause, my brother turns his attention to the crackling fire, and I take the seat opposite him. “Three minutes.”

“Can you stop?” Lyria emerges from her bedroom, a scowl on her face. “He’s already on death row.”

“If he doesn’t tell me why his aspier’s venom is in the blood of someone he doesn’t know, Death won’t have to wait until tomorrow to welcome him. One minute, Beau.”

His eyes snap toward me, narrowing when our gazes meet. “I’m not a child.”

“Clearly.” I lean back into the sofa. “Since you will not speak, I’ll get Paltro…”

“You’re insufferable.” He glares at me, then mumbles, “I sold a few vials of venom to Victor a couple of weeks ago.”

Lyria gasps, rolling over the back of the sofa into the empty seat next to me.

“Stop looking at me like that,” Beau exclaims. “Both of you!”

“I’m… surprised,” Lyria says with an eerie calm. “I didn’t think you to be a venom seller. Do you need money, Beau?”

Beau glowers at her, then the edges of his face melt into sympathy. “I didn’t know he was going to inject himself with the venom. He said he needed frost venom for his mother, to help with her seizures. Did you know his mother was at Riverview Ward?”

How would we know that? I press my lips together so I don’t yell at my brother, because, compassionate or not, he’s broken at least four laws by selling aspier venom. If the Grand House finds out, death would be a merciful fate.

“If it was for his mother, why was it in his blood?” Lyria asks.

“He could’ve changed his mind.” Beau shrugs. “Maybe he wanted to stay pretty forever.”

Lyria gags. Even though its primary use is to soothe seizures, frost as-pier venom is sought after on the black market to preserve eternal beauty after death.

“Some people are weird, Lyr. I hear Delaney’s late husband is displayed on her living room couch.”

“That’s simply untrue. Overseer Delaney is one of the most righteous Mortemagi at Gorhail. She knows the importance of mage burials.”

Beau’s laughing at his own quip, and Lyria’s grimacing as if we have all the time in the world and he’s not going to die tomorrow. Neither of them understands the gravity of the situation. Killing a mage is one of the most serious offenses in the provinces. Maybe they think Paltro will swoop in and save Beau. How will anyone defend against the cold, hard proof that Beau’s aspier venom was in Victor’s blood? The Grand House doesn’t care about reasons why, only facts. But I cannot fail my brother like I failed Dad. I will not lose him, even if I have to lose myself proving his innocence.



The hallway to Hollow Tree isn’t as long as it is winding. When I step in, two Magus are fighting over the last slice of honeyfig bread, oblivious to the dangers that hide in every crevice. On a normal day, the main floor buzzes with the latest gossip, but tonight, it’s a collection of worried faces, nervous chatter, and awkward laughs. They all know something is deeply wrong, yet they’ll do nothing about it. Today, it’s my brother on death row. Tomorrow, it could be theirs.

I pause, taking in the place. I’ve been here six years, and I’m still in awe of the architecture. Hollow Tree is the empty base of a gigantic tree primarily serving as our dining hall. It joins the three Houses on the base level via hallways that act like branches of the tree. The Poison hallway is winding like a serpent, the Arcane hallway’s ceiling has an illusion of the twinkling night sky, and the House of Death’s hallway probably looks and smells like death. I’ll never know, because I never intend to set foot in that torture chamber.

I search the crowd for a head of shiny brown hair. Standing by the entrance of the House of Arcane, she is the only one in a cornflower-blue shirt amid a sea of black.

“Sier.” I touch her elbow as I approach, and she steps aside. Sierra Ducas is a longtime family friend, but more importantly, she is the most gifted reader of her generation, who also happens to be best friends with the Mortemagi who stuck to Victor like glue.

“Sylas.” She looks over both shoulders. “You’ve heard about Victor, I’m sure.” It takes me a second to catch what she means. Her pronunciation leans more toward her native Rignan than Balish when she’s stressed.

“Yes, and I need your help.” I’m about to ask her to break the rules for me, and she knows it. Her clear blue eyes narrow, her nostrils flare, and she steps back, shaking her head. “Not after what happened…”

Not after what happened with my father. Not after she helped Gryff and me get out of Gorhail without approval, and Dad was killed saving us that very night. I don’t blame her reluctance, but I need her help.

I lower my voice. “They found Silver’s poison in Victor’s blood.”

She says nothing. Instead, she grabs my hand, and her eyes darken like an angry ocean waiting to swallow whoever dares cross her. Below her collarbone, her relic, a small silver key pendant, faintly glows.

Sierra is a reader Arkani. Their magic lets them read people’s memories, coercing even the darkest secrets. After Gorhail, they’re stationed outside of government buildings, so they can screen anyone who meets with the Grand Masters. They are so crucial to security that even nonmagi officials fight to recruit them.

“How is this possible?” She releases my hand abruptly, wiping her palm, as if this would somehow alter the memory.

“I don’t know, Sier.” I plead. “Beau doesn’t deserve this. It will crush Lyria.” It will crush me.

The moment she hears Lyria’s name, her eyes soften. After Dad died, Sierra took Lyria to our family home in Iserine and spent weeks helping her through her grief. I owe her more than I will ever be able to repay, yet here I am, asking even more of her.

“What do you need?”

“Read Victor’s memories.”

“Sylas.” Her face twists in horror. Reading a dead person’s memory requires lifeblood.

“I know what I’m asking of you.” I hold her stare. “The Grand House will call for Beau’s execution without trial.”

She pauses at my words, but her frown worries me. I’m asking too much. She looks around and lowers her voice. “I know another way, but it will cost you.”

“Anything,” I say.

“A trade for a trade.” Her eyes darken, and her pendant glows again. She’s asking for a secret in exchange for one of her own—readers use secrets as currency; they cannot share a secret without receiving one. Lucky for me, Victor’s little follower gave me everything I needed earlier. Sierra would want to know that her best friend is a liar.

“A trade for a trade,” I agree.

“Your Mortemagi friend has no magic,” I say.

She considers my answer.

“Olivia?” Sierra struggles to quell a laugh. When I don’t react, she reaches for my hand. Her amusement dies, her eyes prying into mine, searching for a sliver of a lie. Of course, she finds nothing. I would never trade a lie to a reader. I almost feel guilty making her doubt her own magic, wondering if she glazed over her best friend’s secrets. And I hate that I feel nothing selling out a nonmagi.

“Well then, I am surrounded by liars.” She clears her throat. “Fable Rowan is seeing Lorne, behind Olivia’s back.”

I frown. Sierra and Olivia’s friend, Fable, is seeing Olivia’s boyfriend. How does that serve me? The secret is as empty as Fable’s brain.

“Stop looking at me like I tricked you. Fable can erase Silver’s venom from Victor’s blood,” Sierra clarifies. “Before the execution order is set, they’ll retest Victor’s blood…” She pauses at the confusion on my face, then explains further, “It’s procedure: they always retest twice to reduce the likelihood of a false outcome.”

“Will this work?” I ask, my jaw tense.

“I’m not known to fail.” She gives me a hopeful smile. “Meet me in the infirmary courtyard at midnight. And be nice when you ask Fable for blood-cleansing dust.”

Now I understand why she told me it would cost me. I hate Fable Rowan.



My heart beats to the tick of my watch—Dad’s watch. The reflection of the half-moon stings me with memories of the night Dad died. It took me three weeks to bring myself to clean off the blood that splattered on the face of his watch. As I stand in the infirmary courtyard, I pray to Haal that I will not have to bury another member of my family.

Lyria and Beau insisted on following me to the meeting because they do not trust Fable. Rightfully so, since she’s been holding a vendetta against our family ever since her mother was killed on a mission Dad assigned.

A bob of yellow hair scurries out of the southern hallway, tugging her tan coat to her neck. The three of us look up to see Fable speeding toward us. She moves like a fugitive, even though curfew doesn’t apply to school grounds. Behind her, Sierra walks with purpose, a notebook in her hand.

“Fable.” I give her a curt nod in greeting, but she ignores me.

“I thought you needed to go to the infirmary,” she snaps at Sierra, her sharp nose lifting in disdain. “Why did you lure me to this pit of vipers?”

Pit of vipers. I stifle a laugh, even though I’m sure Fable meant it as an insult. It’s no surprise coming from a dustmaker Arkani. They walk around thinking that all magic would cease without them and their little ground-up plants. To be fair, there is merit to their arrogance. Our world would cease to function without Arkani; they are the backbone of our technology. Their inventions allow us to further research, find cures for illnesses. It’s a pity Fable is the worst of them, selfish to the core—she only looks out for herself. I don’t say any of that, because right now, her magic is Beau’s lifeline.

“I need blood-cleansing dust,” I say. “Name your price.”

Blood-cleansing dust is a family recipe belonging to the Rowans, as are the majority of the complex dust recipes. Rumor has it Fable’s family has spilled a lot of blood over the years to grow their collection. Judging by her predatory smile, I believe the rumors.

“Why should I help you?” she scoffs. “Your father killed my mother.”

“Dying on assignment is a risk of the job.” I measure my tone, not wanting to jeopardize my only chance to save my brother. “Your mother knew this just as we all do.”

“I’m leaving.” Fable whirls, walking toward the infirmary.

“I’m sure Olivia would love to know that you’re excellent company to her boyfriend,” I call out.

Fable freezes.

I don’t even know Olivia. Before this afternoon, I didn’t even know her name. But she is the ticket to Beau’s freedom.

At my side, Lyria shifts her weight with discomfort. She disapproves, I’m sure, but our brother’s life hinges on how well I play my cards. I can see Fable’s brain whirring through my threat, weighing the consequences, and finally, she sighs. “Olivia can never know.”

I’ve won.

“I’ll make your stupid dust if all of you take a vow of silence.” She crosses her arms. “It would ruin what I have with Lorne.”

Pathetic. She doesn’t care about her friend at all. “We’ll take the vow when you hand us the dust,” I reply.

Fable straightens her narrow shoulders, bobbing her head like a porcelain doll. “You’ll have to get me the substitute ingredients. Two, you’ll find in Gorhail Woods, and the third, you’ll find where River Grand meets Albion Creek. Bring them before dawn. My classes begin at eight.”

“What are the ingredients?” Beau asks before I can.

A sinister smile pulls at the corner of Fable’s lips. “Chasmore, Afa’s Bloom, and Purple Bittercress.”

Absolute silence follows her words. I don’t know how long it lasts, but my sister’s sharp inhale snaps us back to reality. Beau shifts uncomfortably, and Sierra gapes at Fable in horror.

Fable has no intention of helping us at all. Chasmore is in the Eastern Forest, nearly impossible to find at night because the flowers blend with its surroundings. Afa’s Bloom is locked in the Northern Greenhouse, deep in the Northern Forest—only the overseer of the House of Arcane has a key. And Purple Bittercress only grows at the junction of two rivers, under Junction Bridge.

This is a death sentence.

“Poachers,” I manage to say, repressing memories of the last time I was by that junction. Dad was killed on that bridge, and she knows that. “Substitute the bittercress,” I snap.

“I assure you I’m not being malicious.” Fable’s smile says otherwise. “Devil’s Wort is the only substitute, and it only grows in the Farbon Desert. I suppose you could wait a week, and I’ll have someone send it from Imglen.”

We don’t have a week. We don’t even have half a day.

“If you leave now, perhaps you’ll make it back in time,” Fable sneers, as if I needed another reminder of why people hate the Rowans. They’re cruel.

“You haven’t changed at all, Fable. Your selfishness will catch up to you one day.” Sierra shakes her head.

“Yet you need me to save your little friend.” Her high-pitched voice rings against the quiet of the night. “Bring me the ingredients no later than five. I’ll need at least two hours to make the dust.” Then she leaves.

“That bitch,” Lyria curses. “Chasmore? At this hour? That plant is virtually invisible in the dark.” Not only invisible but also protected. Even to pluck it for classes, we need special permission from DOTS.

“The three things we need are in opposite directions. There is no way you’ll make it back on time,” Beau points out.

He’s right. It will take me hours to get to all three locations, not counting the time it’ll take to search for the Chasmore and dive for the Purple Bittercress. But I have Raiku and Railesza—maybe they’ll help me go faster.

“You know nothing about plants, so I’ll find the Chasmore,” Lyria volunteers. The words hurt my ears like nails on a chalkboard. Lyria isn’t field certified; no matter how I try to spin this into my going on an impromptu Secondline patrol, I will be severely reprimanded if Paltro finds out I took my sister with me. Besides, how will she fare if she comes face-to-face with poachers when a Secondline-trained mage like Victor succumbed to them?

“I’ll get the Afa’s Bloom. Silver can freeze the lock on the greenhouse,” Beau adds. Are both my siblings out to antagonize me tonight? Beau, too, is not field certified, but to his credit, he’s not a stranger to sneaking out into the woods past curfew.

“Fantastic,” I grunt. One wrong turn, and their fate is sealed to the God of Death.

“It’s either this, or I die tomorrow anyway.” Beau shrugs with a nonchalance that grinds my teeth. “We have a better chance of succeeding if we split up.”

“True, but…” My protest dies immediately. He’s right.

“I can do this. Trust me?” He looks at me with clear blue eyes that take me back to the first day Dad brought him home. He was so small, only two then, but his eyes have always been so profound. Perhaps he is right, perhaps I should trust him. Would things have been different if Dad had trusted me that night? Would the poachers have found us if he hadn’t come looking for me?

“That leaves you with the Purple Bittercress.” Lyria winces in apology.

“I’ll be fine,” I lie, running a hand over Railesza. Sooner or later, I’ll have to face my fears. “Set your watches. If you’re not finished in an hour, come back and we’ll find another way.”

What I don’t tell them is that there is no other way. If we fail, I’ll take responsibility for killing Victor Carver.
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